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 Malaysia gained independence from the British in 1957. After a decade of relative 
stability, the country experienced a period of social and political upheaval, leading to 
inter-ethnic riots in 1969. The riots marked the end of a laissez-faire system of 
government, and the beginning of active state involvement in an economic and socio-
political landscape divided by language, culture, ethnicity and religion.   
 This thesis is an inquiry into the development of English-language theatre in 
Malaysia, both in terms of its form and content as well as its organisational framework. 
It examines the means through which the existing shape and content of English- 
language theatre has been influenced by the National Cultural Policy of 1971, the 
National Language Bill of 1961, the Education Act of 1967 and the New Economic 
Policy, all of which were either introduced or reinforced by the state following the 
riots.  
 English-language theatre under the combined power of these four policies, found 
itself marginalised from the mainstream after 1969. Viewed through the lenses of the 
policies, it was embedded with associations of colonial imperialism, western values, 
elitism and economic privileges inherent in the position of English language in 
Malaysia. Despite the process of delegitimisation engendered by the policies, however, 
theatre in English continued to develop and expand over the thirty-year period of 
research.  
 Rather than conform to the imperatives of the policies which, in theory, would 
have instigated a decline in English-language theatre, practitioners developed 
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strategies of sustainability which enabled them not only to continue practice but also to 
strengthen and develop what was once a purely amateur area, into the beginnings of a 
professional practice.   
 Furthermore, the enforcement of the stated intent of the policies was moderated by 
the nature of the state’s ethnic-based political system, which prevented the State from 
suppressing art and cultural forms which fell outside the definition of national as 
prescribed by the state.  
 Therefore, although the post-1969 policies did influence theatre in English, the 
shape of practice reflects the strategic response by practitioners to the policy 
imperatives rather than a narrow conformity to the dictates of the state’s agenda as 





“Modern man is not loyal to a monarch or a land or a faith, 
whatever he may say but to a culture” E.Geller1
 
1. 1) PRELIMINARY REMARKS  
 The relationship between culture and the state is sometimes viewed as one 
predicated on the formulation of national policies on arts and culture. Consequently, it 
is assumed that this relationship is a recent phenomenon, commonly dated to the end 
of the World War II. It is a position often accompanied by the claim that the entry of 
the state into the arts arena instigated tremendous growth.  
 There is evidence, however, that state involvement in the area of culture and the 
arts predates the advent of formal, national-based policies on culture and the arts. In 
classical times, the city of Athens financially supported drama festivals, while in the 
Middle Ages, institutions of power such as the church, and royal houses wielded some 
form of influence upon culture and the arts in Europe even before the Renaissance, as 
noted by Cummings and Katz in The Patron State. These incursions into the area of 
the arts by the state were motivated by a range of factors. Not least was the use of 
culture and the arts as markers of power and prestige, as competing rulers and feudal 
lords sought to establish their political power and foster a sense of separate identity in 
competition with neighbouring territories.  
 A UNESCO study conducted in 1968 did find, however, that there was an increase 
in the number of countries constructing formalised state policies on culture and the arts 
                                                 
1. Quoted in Smith, Anthony "History, Modernity and Nationalism" in Representing the Nation : A Reader, ed. Boswell, David and Evans, Jessica.,p.36. 
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from the middle of the twentieth century onwards.  The predominance of the welfare 
state philosophy in post-war Europe was a contributing factor to the emergence of such 
policies.  States assumed the role of guardians of public welfare, and were guided by 
the rationale that amongst a host of such other public services as healthcare and 
education, they had an obligation to democratise access to the arts. The rise in taxation, 
the growing affluence of post-war Europe, and the increase in leisure time resulting 
from the mounting mechanisation of the production process also contributed to the 
heightened presence of the state in matters concerning the arts as various scholars such 
as Cummings and Katz, Pick, and O'Hagan have demonstrated. 
 The UNESCO study also attributes the increase in the number of cultural policies 
to the creation of nation-states in the former colonies. The invigorated anti-colonial 
movement of the post-World War II period saw the emergence of new nations. These 
nations viewed policies related to national identity and culture as an integral part of 
nationhood. The motivation behind the formalisation of these policies was not 
dissimilar to that of early feudal kingdoms, in that these incursions by the state were 
driven by agendas outside the interest of culture and art specifically (Cummings and 
Katz, Quinn, Zemans and Kleingartner).  
 The colonial powers imposed structures privileging their language, art, culture and 
religion, primarily via the education system, in territories under their control. 
Indigenous culture and arts practices were often denigrated as primitive, resulting in 
the indigenous people themselves viewing such forms as inferior to that of the 
coloniser, as scholars such as Franz Fanon and Edward Said have demonstrated. As 
nationalist movements gained momentum, the concept of an essentialised indigenous 
culture, one that predated colonisation, gained credence, and was used by anti-colonial 
 2
movements around the world to legitimise claims to independence. Thus, cultural 
policies are nationalistic in character, used by the state to foster national identity and to 
defend against external challenges to its sovereignty. As the aforementioned UNESCO 
report claims, such policies are “essential in order to strengthen the awareness of 
nationhood and thus facilitate the growth of an original culture” (11).  
 Furthermore, formalisation of policies on national culture served another function. 
Emerging nations were constructed upon colonial political lines, which often 
encompassed ethnically diverse communities, co-existing out of economic necessity 
and under the compulsion of the respective colonial administrations rather than of their 
own volition (Furnivall, 304).  In such an environment, the construction of a national 
culture was seen as an essential step towards creating a sense of shared national 
identity. However, these policies often privileged one group over another. Pfaff-
Czarnecka’s study of the construction of identity in Asia shows that  “the majority 
groups dominating the state have been careful to design policies elevating their own 
cultural traits over those of the minorities…[c]onsequently, the cultural characteristics 
of those in power have become political symbols resented by minorities” (20-23). Thus 
policies ostensibly aimed at unifying are rendered ineffectual at best, and divisive at 
worst. 
 
1.2 ) INTENT OF RESEARCH 
 The contrast between the stated intent of national culture and art policies and the 
actual content and implementation of such policies is at the heart of my inquiry into 
policies affecting arts practice in Malaysia, an ethnically diverse nation that attained 
independence from the British in 1957.  
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 Although plurality was a key characteristic of the newly formed nation, state 
attempts to construct a national identity via the formulation of a cultural policy only 
occurred more than a decade after the nation came into being. In the Malaysian 
experience, the appearance of a state-defined national culture was in direct response to 
a very precise socio-political crisis.  After a period of illusory stability and prosperity 
following independence, political unrest surfaced, culminating in communal riots in 
1969. Following the riots, the state introduced a range of policies concerning the socio-
economic, cultural, linguistic and educational aspects of the nation. These policies 
mark the departure point into this examination of state policy and its impact on arts 
practice. Central to this study is the National Cultural Policy of 1971 (NCP). Three 
other major policies, the New Economic Policy (NEP, 1971-1990) and the re-
enforcement of the National Education Act of 1961 (NEA) and the National Language 
Bill (NLB) of 1967 are also essential points of reference in my research.  
 The research seeks to understand the nature of the relationship between the post-
1969 policies and arts practice in Malaysia. It will question if and how creativity was 
influenced by the introduction of a policy that defined Malaysian art and culture within 
highly specific parameters. The thesis will test the assumption that arts practice is 
exclusively influenced by the state’s policy on culture and art.  It postulates that arts 
practice in post-1969 Malaysia was influenced not only by the NCP, but also by the 
other three policies implemented in response to the riots. The research will attempt to 
chart the means through which each of the policies under study, either single-handedly 
or in combination with the other policies, influenced the shape and direction of 
practice over the thirty-year period of study.  
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1.3) KEY TERMS 
 This query into state policy, national culture and arts practice is a multi-layered 
one, driven by a degree of specificity with regard to the key concepts of culture, arts, 
policy and nation as employed in the research.  
 
1.3 (i) Culture and Art 
 Central to the work are the concepts of art and culture.  The two terms are often 
used interchangeably, but as they are understood here, have differing meanings, 
although both concepts share an intimate relationship with each other.  In Keywords, 
Raymond Williams identifies three different meanings of the word “culture”. These 
variations of meaning are charted as a map to wider social, economic and political 
changes. 
 The first definition views culture as  “a general process of intellectual, spiritual and 
aesthetic development” (80).  This definition of culture is encoded with the concept of 
civilisation and refinement, as defined in Matthew Arnold’s liberal humanist view of 
culture as the best of man’s intellectual and creative output. It is a definition which still 
persists as evidenced by the description of a person as “cultured” to mean that they are 
refined or civilised.  
 Williams identifies the second definition as one influenced by an anthropological 
perspective--which in turn widened the view of culture to encompass the meaningful 
experiences of man (90). Culture is taken as the whole way of life of an individual, 
group, nation or period.  It is the essentialised values of an individual/community or a 
nation, intimately linked with the question of identity.  In Clifford Geertz’s words,  
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A culture is a system of symbols by which man confers significance upon his 
own Experience. Symbol systems…provide human beings with a meaningful 
framework for orienting themselves to one another, to the world around them 
and to themselves. (1973, 250) 
 Williams’ third definition of culture is the “works and practices of intellectual and 
especially artistic activity” (91). Culture, in this definition, encompasses art, which 
itself is a slippery term to define. Plato viewed art as an imitation of reality, 
highlighting its artifice. Kant focused on the aesthetics of art, which Gadamer 
expanded upon, placing particular importance on the audience or reception of the 
work. Art occupies a more focused space within the wider definition of culture. It is 
seen as an important agent in transferring and perpetuating culture. In Culture and 
Society, Williams describes the arts as “a particular group of skills, the ‘imagination’ 
or ‘creative’” (xv). It is characterised by a “created-ness”, which does not just require 
skill, but the use of imagination in its conception, as well as in its reception. 
 The political imperatives behind the formulation of national policies on culture and 
art lend themselves to a more problematised view of culture which brings the whole 
concept of a national culture into question, and has a strong bearing upon the 
conceptual framework of this thesis. There exists a tension between the definition of 
culture employed by the state and encoded in its policies on culture and art, and the 
understanding of culture which informs the theoretical position of this thesis.  The 
view of culture as a non-political, neutral space where man can achieve commonality 
with others, unencumbered by race, gender or class has undergone a radical change 
under the weight of post-modern strategies. Eagleton notes that culture is the 
“affirmation of a specific identity…rather than the transcendence of it. And since these 
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identities all see themselves as suppressed, what was once conceived of as a realm of 
consensus has been transformed into a terrain of conflict” (38).  Bourdieu contends 
that culture serves to legitimise and reproduce the dominant/subordinate structure of 
politics and economics in any society rather than to transcend them. Culture, as applied 
in this thesis, is therefore seen as an area of conflict, which both reflects and reinforces 
the structures of power and difference in any given society.  The conflict sometimes 
takes the form of contestations over arts practice as well as cultural, religious and 
language issues. The act of formalising culture through devices such as policies on 
national culture can therefore be read as an assertion of political power.  Similarly, art, 
as a material practice, bears the imprint of the social structure it operates in.  Art is part 
of the cultural landscape, embedded with notions of power, regardless of its location 
within or without the state defined parameters.  
 The Malaysian National Cultural Policy, despite its name, is both a policy on arts 
practice and cultural identity.  The term “culture” as it is used in the policy document, 
and by the state, refers to the “essence” or identity of a nation, close to the second 
definition identified by Williams. Yet the policy document also contains details of arts 
practice, both from “high” culture such as music and literature, and to more popular 
forms such as film, and even national dress. Here, all three of the definitions of culture, 
as identified by Williams, are distilled in the framework of culture employed by the 
NCP.   
 
1.3 (ii) Policy  
Richard Titmuss, in Social Policy: An Introduction, defines policy as “the 
principle that governs action directly towards given ends” (23).  Frohock notes that 
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policy is located in an area of competing desires or limited resources, and is “the 
patterned action that resolves conflicting claims or provides for cooperation”.  A 
policy can be defined as a systematic, social practice aimed at managing these desires 
and resources.  It implies a particular goal, and the means towards that goal.   
A policy does not necessarily take the form of a written, formal document, nor 
does it need to be legislated by law. In fact, as Shore and Wright, in Anthropology of 
Policy, contend, there is an amorphous quality to a policy,  
it becomes  unclear what  constitutes “a policy”. Is it found in the 
language, rhetoric and concepts of political speeches and party 
manifestos? Is it the written document produced by government…or is 
it…whatever people experience in their interactions with street-level 
bureaucrats? (5)   
Therefore, the force of a policy does not lie necessarily in the formal act of legislation, 
or in a written document. It can occupy different sites of power. In its interperation too 
it is influenced by the context of its corresponding policy area, the response to it by 
those it seeks to manage, and the wider socio-political environment.   
A policy attempts to define and validate certain goals, actions or groups, which 
are achieved by either explicitly or implicitly de-legitimising others. The formulation 
of a policy presupposes the power to set and enforce the policy agenda.  Because this 
thesis limits itself to policies created and enforced by the state, it views policy as a 
political phenomenon, which in turn, presupposes the presence of political power.  
Shore and Wright press the point further, casting policy as an instrument of control, 
aimed at shaping individual or group behaviour into categories of what is permissible 
or acceptable and what is not.  Policies can be viewed as a tool  “to regulate a 
population from top down, through rewards and sanctions” (5), thereby creating a 
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structure of “us” and “them” by “empower [ing] some people and silence [ing] others” 
(7). The policy area is, therefore, an area of conflict, upon which a particular party 
seeks to exert influence or govern.   
The reading of policy underpinning the research is one which understands that 
a policy is not a constant, overarching structure. Instead, a policy exists in a state of 
flux, subject to socio-political conditions external to it, and vulnerable to subjective 
interpretations of its tenets by those who control the policy domain. A policy may also 
be modified by the form and intensity of the responses from those it seeks to govern.  
The players of a given field may adhere to the content of a policy as a guideline to 
their behaviour or take an oppositional position to the policy. Therefore, the policy 
objectives may be fully achieved, partially achieved; it may exceed expectation or fail 
to materialise. The implementation of a policy is subject to different degrees of success 
(or failure). As we take the position that the presumption of power is an essential 
element in the act of formulating a policy, we can hypothesise that the level of success 
or failure of a policy may be used as a barometer of the level of power the policy 
proponent, in this case, the state, has over the policy area concerned. 
 
1. 3 (iii) Nation 
The concept of the nation is a relatively recent phenomenon, arising out of the 
eighteenth century move from feudal kingdoms and principalities towards the 
formation of political entities (Hobsbawm, 3). Renan’s classic statement about 
nationalism, “What is a Nation?”, challenges the commonly held notion that elements 
of race, language, religion and geographical boundaries create a nation. Instead, he 
substitutes these elements with what he refers to as the “spiritual principle” of the 
nation, which constitutes two things, a common past and a collective will in the present 
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to unite, a solidarity of past and present. Ernest Geller, in his book Nations and 
Nationalism, challenges the notion that nations are primordial and antique, 
emphasising that nationalism and the nation-state are a completely modern project.  He 
exposes the constructed nature of nations, linking the rise of the concept in part to the 
pressures of a society undergoing transformation, brought on, for example, by the 
emergence of industrialisation. As he says, it is nationalism, which creates nations, not 
vice versa.  
 However, the idea persists that nations are in fact “natural”, a recalling or 
reawakening of an ancient history and bound by some essential commonality. In 
particular, the twentieth century has seen a proliferation of new nation states as 
colonial empires fell in the face of indigenous nationalist movements. Of particular 
interest is the adoption of an originally Western concept to inspire and validate calls 
for independence in territories, which were in fact the creations of competing colonial 
powers.  As Hobsbawm notes, “the leaders and ideologues of colonial and semi-
colonial liberation movements sincerely spoke the language of European nationalism, 
which they had so often learned in or from the West, even when it did not suit their 
situation” (136).  
 In particular, the ethnic plurality resulting from colonial policies was more acute 
than that found in the “historic nations” of Europe, and created problems, that in some 
cases, seriously tested the claims to nationhood. Benedict Anderson in The Spectre of 
Comparisons, shows that colonial governments played different ethnic groups against 
each other, building alliances with “majority coalitions” and “minority coalitions” 
(320) simultaneously in order to consolidate their position. The  “divide and rule” 
principle resulted in a fragmented polity, upon which the notion of a coherent 
nationality had to be impressed. The formation of nationalism, therefore, developed in 
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tandem with the emergence of a constructed sense of shared values, similarity of 
language, religion, culture and an “ancient” past, lending legitimacy to its claims for 
self-determination.  However, the selection of particular cultural symbols as exclusive 
representations of national identity, what Hobsbawm calls the “invention of tradition”, 
privileged the interests of those who held political power. Edward Said’s comment that 
culture, when linked to the idea of the nation, is a “source of identity, and a rather 
combative one at that…[which is] opposed to the permissiveness associated with such 
relatively liberal philosophies as multiculturalism and hybridity” (xiv) identifies the 
particular problems that arise out of the imposition of a specific idea of culture upon 
nations that are characterised by ethnic diversity. Evidence of such practices can be 
discerned in the selection criteria of the national language, national culture, national 
dress, the flag and the national anthem of a nation, which are seldom based on an 
equitable representation of the population. Rather they are a reflection of the political 
system, with the symbols overwhelmingly drawn from the ethnic group or social class 
in control of political power. 
 
1.3 (iv) State 
The notion of nationhood is deeply entwined with that of the state, as implied 
by the term “nation-state”.  The state is defined as  “a legal and political organisation 
with sovereignty over designated territory and population” (Suzman, 1).  According to 
Brass, implicit in the concept of the state is the dominance of one group, which is 
“always engaged in the differential distribution of resources amongst categories of the 
population” (253). The state, therefore, is an apparatus of power over a defined 
geographical location, with control over the instruments of governance, such as 
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bureaucracy, taxation, legislation, labour and education.  An increasingly central 
instrument of state control in contemporary society is the formulation and 
implementation of policies (Shore and Wright, 4). The agenda of the state is to 
propagate itself.  Therefore, its policies reflect and perpetuate the state’s power by 
privileging a particular group in order to ensure that group’s continued loyalty to and 
support of the state.  
 
1. 4) SITE OF RESEARCH   
The problematising of the state’s entry into the arena of culture and art after the 
riots of 1969 identifies culture as an area of conflict.  Theatre is a dynamic area of arts 
practice in Malaysia, and provides a contained yet comprehensive area upon which the 
focus of inquiry can be conducted. This thesis will focus specifically on modern 
theatre performed in the English language. This choice is driven by a series of 
circumstances.  
 First, theatre in English appears to be specifically addressed in the NCP as an 
arts practice not reflective of Malaysian culture.  This offers a definite starting point to 
the displacement of English-language theatre in favour of theatre in the national 
language.  Second, the centrality of language in performance2 is an important 
consideration in the selection of theatre as the focus of this study.  The term English-
language theatre in the Malaysian context refers to theatre either performed largely in 
English, or produced by practitioners and supported by an audience whose language of 
communication is English. Language is a contentious issue in Malaysia, subject to a 
                                                 
2 The secondary importance of language in modern art, music and dance has mitigated the ethnicisation of these art forms. Significantly, literature in English 
experienced a decline following the institution of the policies under study, while literature in Malay has flourished.   
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number of hotly debated policy shifts before and after independence.  The choice to 
perform in one language over another, consciously or not, is a highly political one. The 
NCP’s position on language-based arts practice (i.e. theatre and literature) is supported 
by provisions in the Constitution (Article 152), the NLB and the Education Act, 
thereby providing opportunities for the study of how the policies concerned reinforce 
each other.  
Third, the multi-ethnic make-up of English-language theatre practitioners and 
audiences provides an alternative paradigm to the generally ethnic-based theatre 
practices in Malay and the various Chinese and Indian languages, each of which is 
linked to a particular political constituency within the political framework of the 
country. Theatre in the English language, therefore, provides us with an opportunity to 
examine if the lack of a corresponding ethno-political constituency posed particular 
challenges or opportunities, for arts practice. Fourth, the birth of theatre in English was 
intimately linked to the colonial administration, and it occupied a position of some 
prestige and economic independence at the centre of colonial arts policy. Even with 
independence in 1957, it maintained its financial independence through corporate 
sponsorship and box office, and retained a lingering prestige due to its elite 
constituency and use of the English language. The persistent identification of English-
language theatre with the country’s colonial history, however, problematised any 
claims to legitimacy its practitioners made in response to the calls for a national culture 
that adequately reflected the new nation.  
The fifth and most crucial factor, however, is the fact that thirty years after the 
NCP relegated it to the margins, cutting it off from state support, theatre in English has 
emerged as one of the most active modern theatre practices in the country.  Despite 
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some points of stagnation, theatre in English is beginning to shed its amateur status, is 
enjoying increased public support and is becoming known for its high production 
values.  The research is motivated by a desire to understand this seemingly paradoxical 
development, and towards this end, the following chapters will attempt to examine the 
development of practice in the post-1969 period.  
  Through the use of English, its multi-ethnic and affluent polity, its historical 
association with the coloniser, and its demonstrably Western roots, the selected site of 
research occupies an oppositional position to each of the state policies on culture, 
language, education and the economy under study here. The field allows us to examine 
the ways in which the state interpreted and enforced the policies, and the response to 
these policies by those marginalised by them.  English-language theatre is an ideal site 
upon which to test the hypothesis that while the policies introduced after 1969 did 
impact on arts practice, the form of practice was conditioned by factors external to the 
policies as well. 
 
1.5) SCOPE OF RESEARCH   
 The research will examine the shifts in policy and practice over a thirty-year 
period, from 1969 to 1999, divided into three phases of approximately ten years each. 
It is necessary here to acknowledge that such divisions are artificial at best, as arts 
practice does not conform so readily to such periodic compartmentalisation. However, 
there is justification to employ these time frames as distinct periods of practice. Each 
ten-year period coincides with key events, which were to have an impact on theatre, as 
we shall see in the course of this thesis. For now, it is sufficient to note that the first 
phase, from 1970 to 1979, looks at the ten-year period after the riots in 1969. The 
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second phase will focus on the 1980s, a period marked by increased state 
authoritarianism in Malaysia. The final phase will focus on the 1990s, where the 
economic prosperity and stability of the first half of the decade were followed by a 
period of political and economic unrest after 1997.  
  Although there was some measure of English-language theatre practice in Ipoh 
and Penang, both of which were British administrative centres, this study is confined 
to theatre in Kuala Lumpur, which together with Singapore  (before the Partition in 
1962), were the main sites of theatre practice in Malaya/Malaysia. Theatre in the 
capital is also the only location where there is something approaching a professional 
theatre community in the country. It is home to the main theatre companies, venues, 
playwrights, directors, actors and theatre administrations, and it is represented by the 
largest body of theatre-goers compared with any other city.  The research will limit its 
focus to original Malaysian plays, local adaptations of foreign plays performed in 
English and plays in a variety of languages, produced by identifiably English-language 
theatre companies. Foreign productions, such as international touring productions will 
not be included, as such productions do not come under the ambit of the NCP, nor the 
other policies under study.  
 
1.6) RESEARCH QUESTIONS 
The research questions are based on three suppositions. First, a policy is fluid and 
open to different interpretations.  Interpretation, in turn, is influenced by the context in 
which the policy exists. Second, even as a policy is influenced by factors external to it, 
so too is its capacity to influence beyond its designated policy area. Third, the 
implementation of a policy does not exist in isolation to the reaction against it. Indeed, 
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there exists a dialogic relationship between the enforcer of the policy, in this case the 
state, and the group it seeks to manage, represented here by the English-language 
theatre community. The research is therefore structured upon five points of inquiry: 
context, interpretation, inter-policy relationship, implementation and effect on practice.   
 
1.6 (i) Context 
Having assumed the position that the state’s entry into cultural and artistic 
practice was deeply implicated by the political circumstances of the post-1969 period, 
where the wider issues of power relations, identity and political legitimacy were of 
primary importance, one can further note that the political backdrop, and its impact on 
the wider socio-economic environment, is a crucial element in the study of practice 
and policy. Thus, each of the three periods under study will begin with an examination 
of the main political currents of the time in an attempt to understand not only the 
political climate, but also to capture the social and economic mood of the period.   
 In conducting my research, Harold Crouch’s analysis of the Malaysian system of 
governance provides an important political model against which the study of state 
policy and arts practice can be conducted. Crouch’s Government and Society in 
Malaysia (1996) contends that the system of governance and society in Malaysia does 
not conform to either a democratic or authoritarian political system. He says,  
the Malaysian political system has been balancing between repression and 
responsiveness since...independence in 1957. That balance, however, has not 
remained unchanged. At times, the government has been inclined to resort to 
authoritarian measures, while at other times it has adopted a relatively liberal 
attitude (7). 
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He identifies “Malaysia’s communal composition and its evolving class structure” as 
one reason behind the “the ambiguous nature of the political system” (240). The ethnic 
dimension of a plural society can lead to rivalry between different ethnic groups over 
political power, access to material gains and the power to impose ethnic identity upon 
symbols of the nation that “will lead almost inevitably to political conflict” (9).  
However, this diversity can also have a positive effect.  He notes that  “when an ethnic 
majority is large, their interest cannot be easily ignored [and] the communal structure 
[may] represent[s] a built-in obstacle to the establishment of authoritarian rule 
exclusively in the hands of the ethnic majority” (10).  
The structure of the ruling coalition, Barisan National, in which ethnically 
singular groups representing the interest of their communities form a coalition with 
other ethnic groups, means that despite its majority status, United Malay Nationalist 
Organisation (UMNO), is dependent on non-Malay votes as well. Therefore it would 
be politically unwise for the government to totally dismiss the concerns of the non-
Malays all the time (241). The potential risks in terms of political stability and 
economic prosperity are real enough to members of all communities so that despite the 
escalation of ethnic tensions into violence, communal divisions do “also encourage[s] 
consultation and compromise” (241). 
Of particular importance to this study is Crouch’s point that while democratic 
and authoritarian acts are present in all aspects of Malaysian life, in the area of culture, 
there is less room to negotiate, tied as it is to a sense of group worth. Crouch 
elaborates: “the struggle to preserve and project ethnic identity--the aspirations of the 
Malays as the indigenous community to project their culture and values onto the state 
and the determination of non-Malays to preserve their distinctive cultural identities” 
(156) is an important point to consider. Under these circumstances, it is not surprising 
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that in the two decades following the riots, flashpoints of communal tensions have 
centred on issues of education, language, religion and culture, all of which are viewed 
as the repositories of competing ethnic identities.  Despite this, Crouch presses the 
point that, consistent with the economic and political framework, non-Malay concerns 
in these highly contentious areas are, by no means, altogether suppressed.  
Crouch's theory, which takes into account the importance of the socio-political 
context and the fluid nature of government in Malaysia, provides a useful model 
through which to examine arts practice. His reading of the patterns of repression and 
concession indicates a system that, in fact, strengthens the state’s hold on an ethnically 
diverse society. In particular, it provides a vantage point from which to understand 
how, despite the privileging of the majority ethnic/political group through legislature, 
policy, the Constitution and other instruments of the state, minority groups continue to 
maintain a distinctive space for their own economic, social and political needs. The 
test here is to determine if this pattern of governance is present in the field of cultural 
production and arts practice, bearing in mind the position taken in this thesis that 
contestations over culture and arts practice can be less amenable towards compromise 
on the part of the competing parties. 
 
1.6 (ii) Interpretation  
The examination of the socio-political and economic context leads us to our 
next point of inquiry--its influence upon the interpretation of the policies. How did the 
interpretation of the policies correspond to the climate of the times? The research will 
focus on each policy and policy area, in order to observe what tone and direction the 
reading of the policies took, with a view to determine the reasons behind specific 
readings of the policy over the thirty-year period of this study.  
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 1.6 (iii) Inter-policy Relationship 
The policy areas under study were part of the wider context of change 
engendered by the state’s need to consolidate its power base after the riots. The 
underlying principle of each of the policies shares a common philosophical base of 
privileging the Malay community in order to maintain political power. This was 
achieved in part by creating a process of legitimacy and de-legitimacy which 
established a hierarchy elevating aspects of “Malayness” over those of the other ethnic 
communities in the new nation. Therefore, it is not unreasonable to expect the policies 
to intersect and influence particular readings and implementations of the policies.  
Even as the policies under study were influenced by factors beyond their policy 
areas, so too the corresponding view that each policy’s sphere of influence extended 
beyond the confines of its specifications.  The third research question is, therefore, an 
inquiry into the way the policies under study here intersect, influence, modify or 
validate each other, converging to create a totalising discourse of what is national in 
Malaysia.  
 
1.6 (iv) Action    
How did interpretation play out in the area of action? Were the policies 
enforced stringently or was implementation lax? In considering the implementation of 
the policies, the Ministry of Culture, as the designated central authority of culture and 
art, and theoretically, the NCP, will be a focal point. This privileging of the Ministry of 
Culture over other state agencies will be tempered by a view of organisations as, in the 
words of Shore and Wright,  “exist [ing] in a constant state of organizing, and that 
process revolves around the concept of policy” (5).   The reserach will look at the 
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evolution of the cultural portfolio and its location within ministries ranging from 
Youth and Sports to Tourism, and the structures related to the administration and 
funding of arts and cultural practice. The research will also aim to test if indeed, the 
Ministry of Culture was the key state stakeholder in the culture and the arts, and the 
role of other state institutions upon the implementation of the NCP. 
 
1.6 (v) Effect on Theatre Practice 
This thesis takes the position that theatre practice does not occupy a passive, 
subjective role, but performs particular functions in the discourse of the nation.  
Examining policy outcomes requires an understanding not only of policy and its 
implementation, from the point of view of the party advocating and enforcing the 
policy, but the reception of the policy by those it attempts to govern.  It is necessary to 
understand the ways in which practitioners responded to the attempt to marginalise 
their practice. Was there evidence of a dialogic relationship between the practitioners 
and the policies, with practitioners attempting, broadly speaking, to either work with 
the policies, against them, or to forge a response which fell between these two 
positions?  What form did theses attempts take and how successful were they? Were 
there particular conditions which provoked certain practitioners to assume any one of 
these positions? Bearing in mind Crouch’s reading of the strategic use of aggression 
and benevolence as a means of containing challenges to its position, how far did the 






1.7) METHODOLOGY  
In examining the policies, the study will employ a combination of research 
methods.  First, textual material related to the NCP, the NEA, NLB and the NEP, 
including policy documents, and press statements by state representatives will be 
subjected to textual analysis in order to fully understand the scope, intent and 
interpretation of the policies during the period under study. Textual analysis will be 
informed by interviews with key stakeholders, including the Ministry of Culture, Arts 
and Tourism, the National Theatre, individual practitioners and private theatre 
companies. As the production of art implicitly involves the consumption of art, 
audience profiles will also be taken into account. Due to the lack of resources, a formal 
survey of audience demographics is not possible. However, the study will employ 
incidental and impressionistic information gathered from a range of sources, including 
practitioners, newspaper clippings and extant studies on the arts in Malaysia, to 
illustrate certain key characteristics of audience composition.  
The second angle of interrogation will require a brief study of the historical 
context of theatre in English, its make-up, repertoire source, thematic concerns, genres, 
key personalities, language of communication and performance, administrative 
structures, funding sources, and more, before the riots of 1969. At the centre of the 
research is a database of approximately 1000 theatre productions staged from the early 
1950s to 1999.  This database, compiled from primary sources such as programmes, 
posters, press reports, previews and reviews, archival material of theatre groups and 
other forms of public records is the first ever attempt to systematically document the 
history of theatre production in Malaya/Malaysia.  Its primary intent is to study the 
evolution of form, theme, and production structur in theatre during the period under 
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study. For the purpose of this thesis, the database will focus primarily on productions 
in English language.  
 Given that theatre practice had its early roots in amateur works staged by clubs, 
social associations and schools, the usual indicators of professional theatre, i.e. a 
professional cast and production facility etc., do not strictly apply here. The criterion 
for inclusion into the database, therefore, will be productions organised by locally 
based groups and staged for the public.  Mirroring the focus of the thesis, the database 
is Kuala Lumpur-centric, although productions held in other British administrative 
centres such as Penang, Ipoh and Singapore are included to give a sense of the types of 
work staged. The selection of information included in the database is aimed at building 
an accurate image of the frequency, repertoire, content, venue, quality of production 
and funding sources of theatre in English over a thirty-year period. Therefore, details 
such as the origins of the script (local or foreign), director, producer, number and type 
of sponsors, ticket price, duration of season, language of performance and venue and 
cast details are, wherever available, included in the database.  The database forms a 
strong tool with which to chart the patterns of development and key characteristics of 
practice over the thirty-year period under study.  
 Since theatre in English was relegated to the margins in favour of the promotion of 
theatre in Malay, the research will necessarily take note of the development of theatre 
in Malay during the same period, as counterpoints of reference and comparison to 
assess the differentiating power of the policies. 
 The research will pay special attention to sites of change, where practice appeared 
to be amended to reconcile with the definition of the NCP, what form these changes 
took, and how successful they were in achieving their objectives, i.e. entering the 
 22
realm of respectability in the eyes of the NCP.  It will also examine sites of resistance, 
in which the form, content and other aspects of production took on an adversarial 
position to the state, the motivation behind such a stance, and the state’s reaction in 
response. The research will make an assessment of the success of such strategies of 
conformity and resistance. While keeping the policies firmly in view, the research will 
look at trends of practice that are perhaps unrelated to the policies. In doing this, it 
hopes to determine if the policies imposed a totalising discourse upon theatre practice 
in English, or if there were gaps of influence which were filled by external factors.  
The interviews will be aimed at drawing out the way in which practitioners perceive 
the policies and their influence upon their practice. 
 
1.8) SURVEY OF THE FIELD 
Although the riots and the policies on language, education and, in particular, 
the NEP have been widely covered, there is a paucity of works on the NCP. The 
content of the policy, and the fact that culture and arts practice does not lend itself 
easily to measurable outcomes, made it hard to accurately quantify the impact of the 
NCP.  The limited research into the area of the NCP is also due to the deeply contested 
nature of the policy. The post-1969 period was also dominated by the NEP, 
consequently this policy has spawned more research. These factors combined to 
relegate culture, and the NCP to a secondary position.  
What studies there are on the NCP do not, broadly speaking, fully explore the 
NCP’s impact upon the production and consumption of the arts in Malaysian society. 
Of the works that exist, Aziz, Mohd. Taib, Aziz Deraman and Wan Kadir have 
contributed a body of work in support of the NCP.  These works, published by state-
affiliated agencies such as the Ministry of Culture, and the National Language and 
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Literary Institute (DBP) form an important body of work detailing the philosophy and 
intent of the NCP.  At the other end of the equation, Kua Kia Soon assumes a critical 
stance against the NCP with a specific focus on education and culture.  Zawawi, 
Chandra, Crouch, Munro-Kua and Kahn, amongst others, have examined the influence 
of the post-riot policies, including the NCP upon Malaysian society.  
In the area of theatre, there have been significant documentation and research 
into the development of Malay-language theatre, given the fact that it falls squarely 
within the definition of official art, as defined by the NCP.  An Analysis of Modern 
Malay Drama by Nancy Nanney charts the thematic and stylistic development of 
modern Malay drama from the 1930s to the end of the 1970s. Soleha Ishak’s 
Histrionics of Development: A Study of Three Contemporary Malay Playwrights traces 
the careers of three prominent Malaysian playwrights, following the riots of 1969. 
Cantius Leo Camoens’ research into the history and development of Malay-language 
theatre remains one of the more comprehensive surveys of modern theatre in Malay 
from its beginnings in the 1930s to the 1970s.  Dr.Tan Sooi Beng has written a highly 
instructive study on the theatre practices of Chinese-language theatre, and the state’s 
reconstruction of the populist Bangsawan into a “classical” art form.  Krishen Jit,3 the 
theatre critic for the New Straits Times from 1972 to1994, is one of the most influential 
voices in modern theatre in both English and Malay.A selection of his reviews, 
specifically on Malay- language theatre, has been anthologised as Membesar Bersama 
Teater (1986). His theatre reviews in the New Sunday Times, as well as conference 
papers and journal articles, are an important source of information and reference. 
Research and documentation of English-language theatre are even more rare. Two 
important works are Lloyd Fernando’s New Drama One and New Drama Two, 
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anthologies of original English-language plays written by Malaysians, and Jacqueline 
Lo’s thesis on politics and theatre in English, which is focused on a thematic 
examination of drama in Malaysia. However, there has not been any significant 
attempt to chart the development of English-language theatre, or to examine it within 
the context of a national arts and policy practice.  
 The research will be substantially informed by wider readings into the 
political, social and economic landscape. The works of cultural theorists such as 
Bourdieu, Raymond Williams and Edward Said provide a theoretical foundation to this 
work.  In particular, the view of culture as deeply political and, as Bourdieu contends, 
complicit in maintaining particular power structures underlines the reading of the NCP 
as a tool of political domination.  The works of Anderson inform the critical view of 
nationhood employed in this thesis, while Hobsbawm’s work on culture and tradition 
as constructs which are embedded with notions of legitimacy and political power 
directs the cynical view of the notion of national culture which underlines this work.  
In understanding the historical, social, political and economic environment in 
Malaysia, the thesis draws from a range of works. These include those by Crouch, 
Barbara and Leon Andaya’s History of Malaysia, Tim Harper’s The End of Empire 
and The Making of Malaya, Francis Lok and Khoo Boon Tiek’s analysis, Democracy 
in Malaysia, Joel Khan’s study on the construction of identity, John Hilley 
examination of Mahathir Mohamad’s legacy and Cheah Boon Kheng’s historical 
analysis of nationhood. Nagata, Nair and Zainah Anwar’s research into Islam in 
Malaysia provides indepth analyses into the mounting influence of Islam in Malaysia.  
On the NEP, the research draws from Jomo and Gomez’s Malaysia’s Political 
Economy as well as more general studies which deal with the post-1969 policies. 
                                                                                                                                             
3 Krishen Jit wrote under the pseudonym Utih for the New Straits Times, and under his own name in a range of other publications. All quotes of his work in this 
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Studies by Alastair Pennycook and J.K.P. Watson on the role of the education policy 
on culture in Malaysia provide the main view of education employed in this thesis.  
 
1.9) CONCLUSION  
This thesis is driven by a need to understand how theatre practice in English 
was influenced by the NCP of 1971, and the policies on economics, language and 
education, all of which arose out of the communal riots of 1969.  The purpose of this 
chapter has been to identify the main site of research, and to introduce the key 
concerns and concepts underpinning the research agenda. It presents the framework of 
inquiry upon which the rest of this thesis will be built upon. The following chapter 
provides a brief overview pre-riots history, and the start of modern theatre practice in 
Malaysia.  
                                                                                                                                             
thesis will refer to him as Krishen for the sake of clarity.    
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CHAPTER TWO 
OVERVIEW OF PRE-RIOTS HISTORY  
AND THEATRE PRACTICE 
 
2.1) INTRODUCTION  
The chapter opens with a historical overview of Malaya/Malaysia, from its early 
history and colonial period, to the construction of nationhood in 1957. The chapter 
then delves into the origins and characteristics of modern theatre practices in Malaysia. 
It will highlight aspects of theatre in English that are directly attributable to British 
colonialism, with the aim of grounding the practice within a wider socio-political 
history, and providing a point of comparison between its formative years and its 
location in post-independence Malaysia.   
 
2.2) OVERVIEW OF PRE-RIOTS HISTORY 
2.2 (i) Early History and Colonialism  
The nucleus of what is now Malaysia can be traced to the Melaka Sultanate of 
the fifteenth century. Melaka’s rise as a pre-eminent trading post, and its highly 
developed system of governance and social structures, were the original reference 
points of “traditional” Malay culture (Andaya and Andaya, 39). Its strategic location in 
the Indian Pacific Ocean trade route was one of the main instigations behind the 
Portuguese occupation of Melaka in 1511. The Dutch ousted the Portuguese in 1641, 
maintaining varying measures of influence over the next century.   
It was, however, the British colonial era that was to have the most influence 
upon the shape of modern Malaysia.  The British presence in Malaya began formally 
when Sir Francis Light assumed control of Penang in 1786, and its influence and 
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power continued to expand into the middle of the twentieth century (Andaya and 
Andaya, 111). Although Malaya had welcomed various communities to its shores for 
centuries,  “[t]he creation of a multi-ethnic society in Malaysia,4 and the nexus 
between ethnic problems and economic and political issues, is largely a legacy of 
British colonialism” (Gomez, 168).  Most significant, the British policy of “divide and 
rule” kept the migrant workers who came from China and India separate economically, 
socially and geographically from the indigenous Malay population. The British 
adopted a so-called pro-Malay policy (Comber, Andaya and Andaya, Harper), which 
generally allowed and encouraged the wider Malay community to maintain its rural, 
agricultural way of life, even as the British cultivated the Malay aristocracy and elite 
(Harper, Anderson). The Chinese community was a major player in the urban 
commercial centres, and held considerable economic power. The bulk of the Indian 
migrants were sourced from British India in the early years of the twentieth century 
and were largely confined to work on the rubber plantations established by European 
companies, although there was a small educated class who served in clerical positions 
with the British administration (Andaya and Andaya, 177-184).   
 
2.2 (ii) Independence 
Although nationalist sentiment was already present before World War II, the 
move towards self-government for Malaya gained momentum after the Japanese 
Occupation. Upon their return to Malaya in 1946, the British proposed the Malayan 
Union in answer to the calls for independence. The Malayan Union advocated equal 
citizenship for all born in Malaya or resident there for ten years.  The Union proposed  
                                                 
4 In 1997, the 20 million-strong population comprised  61% bumiputera ('Prince of the Soil', the term encompasses indigenous Malaysians, of which the Malay-
Muslim community is the largest and holds political power), 30% ethnic Chinese, 8% ethnic Indians, and 1% of minority groups (Gomez, 168). 
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a reduction in the power of the Sultans, recommended English as the official language, 
and proposed to open the civil service (hereto restricted to Malays) to all communities 
(Andaya and Andaya, 266).  The proposal was widely opposed, and galvanised the 
Malay community to consolidate into a political group, resulting in the establishment 
of UMNO in 1946.  In response to opposition from the Malay community, the colonial 
government agreed to replace the Malayan Union project with the Federation of 
Malaya in 1948, which made concessions to the objections against the Malayan Union 
raised by the Malay community (Andaya and Andaya, 268). 
Subsequently, the Chinese and the Indian communities also formed ethnically 
exclusive political parties-the Malayan Indian Congress (MIC) in 1946, and the 
Malayan Chinese Association (MCA) in 1949.  In 1952, MCA and UMNO formed an 
alliance, which was joined by the MIC in 1955, thus establishing a tripartite system 
structured along ethnic lines, and referred to as the Alliance. The Alliance practised a 
political and governing system that maintained the status quo of community divides, 
with each component party serving the interest of its ethnically-based membership.  As 
Andaya and Andaya assert, given the “serious ethnic divisions bequeathed by colonial 
policies and the Japanese Occupation…the most important political parties in the 
newly autonomous Malaya were destined to be communally based” (277).   
Under the leadership of UMNO, the Alliance attained independence from the 
British in 1957.  A number of key elements in the Merdeka Constitution, 
(Independence Constitution) namely the issue of citizenship for non-Malays, the 
position of Malay and Islam as the official language and religion, respectively, and the 
special rights and privileges of the bumiputra had been reached through negotiations 
between a dominant UMNO representing Malay interests, and the MCA and MIC 
representing non-Malay interest. The leadership of each component party was drawn 
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from the elite of the respective communities, shared an English education in common, 
and held moderate political positions. These elements provided common ground for 
cooperation, but did not necessarily reflect the reality of the communities they 
represented (Andaya and Andaya, 279; Pennycook, 188).  Galiano describes the 
Constitution as a series of “pragmatic compromises” (6) between communities 
separated by politics, language, culture and religion, and it was inevitable that these 
contentious key issues would resurface in the future. We shall delve fully into the 
implications of Galiano’s assessment in the following chapter, which focus on the riots 
itself.  For now, we turn our attention to the main purpose of this chapter, a study of 
the origin and characteristics of the site of research, English-language theatre in 
Malaysia.   
 
2.3  MODERN THEATRE IN MALAYSIA  
What can be termed as modern theatre has a varied history according to the 
language of performance. Indeed, the language of performance defines theatre practice 
in Malaysia. Misnomers such as “Chinese theatre”, “English theatre”, “Malay theatre” 
and “Indian theatre” conflate ethnic identity with language. This is problematic as it 
brings the polarity of language and ethnic politics into arts practice and fragmentises a 
body of practice with many commonalities into narrow identifications with language 
of performance. In fact, although the particularities of origin may differ from one 
language to the other, these theatre streams can be grouped under the collective label 
of “modern Malaysian theatre” as distinct from traditional theatre.   
Although theatre in Chinese and Indian languages has also been affected by state 
involvement in culture and the arts, for the purpose of this thesis, the main sites of 
study are English-language theatre and Malay-language theatre, as they speak directly 
 30
to the area of research. Therefore, I will limit my analysis of theatre practice to only 
those in English and Malay.   
 
2.3 (i) English-language theatre 
Theatre in English is a legacy of British colonialism and each of its distinguishing 
characteristics reflect its roots. English-language theatre operates in a mainly urban, 
middle-class environment. It is defined by its use of the English language, and the 
multiethnic nature of its practitioners, as well as its audience, both of which are 
generally drawn from the middle and upper classes.  
Prof. Lloyd Fernando's description of the early days of English theatre being very 
much of the Chandrapore Club-school, to imply an amateur theatrics common in 
British colonies around the world, is particularly apt. The practice of staging Western, 
English-language plays has its beginnings in the amateur theatrical groups established 
by British officers, planters, merchants and their spouses. By such people, Malaya was 
considered a cultural desert, the existence of rich local art forms notwithstanding. 
Groups such as the Perak Players and the KL Theatre Club were formed in British 
administrative centers, and were commended with flowering this arid land with such 
productions as The Gondoliers.  
It is difficult to pinpoint the first public theatre production due to the lack of 
records, but a survey of press clippings indicates that the Stage Club of Singapore was 
formed in 1945, while the KL Theatre Club was established in 1947. The forming of 
these groups, and newspaper clippings from this era, indicate that productions were 
held regularly in the British administrative centres of Singapore, Kuala Lumpur and 
Penang by the mid 1940s at the very latest. As these amateur groups run by expatriates 
were essentially social in nature and not profit orientated, there developed a long 
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tradition of donating proceeds of box office to charities. To illustrate, the KL Theatre 
Club reported in 1966 that in the 19 years since its founding, it had raised $26,000 for 
charity through its productions (Doctor in the House, programme, 1966).   
The intervention of the colonial government into arts practice took on a more 
definitive form after World War II.  Aware that the calls for independence could not be 
ignored, the colonial government took steps to foster a new multicultural vision of 
Malaya as the blueprint for a new nation constructed out of the colonial 
administration’s immigration policies. This included cultural policies aimed at creating 
an “Anglicised vision of the  ‘Malayan’ in…art and literature” (Harper, 275), and was 
realised in part through support given to amateur theatre groups which were dominated 
by British officers and dedicated to staging works from the British canon. The most 
active and respected of these groups was the Malayan Arts Theatre Group (MATG), 
which traces its origins to the Arts Theatre Group of the British Council which, in turn, 
was launched with the staging of A Mid-Summer Night’s Dream in 1951.  
The depth of British influence upon theatre in English meant that even after 
independence in 1957, the creative and administrative power in English-language 
theatre remained in expatriate hands. Productions staged were strictly from the 
Western canon, with plays by Shaw and Shakespeare sharing company with the annual 
Christmas pantomime. When colonial administrators and other expatriates did give a 
nod to their geographical location, the result was Westerners in oriental garb as in 
Flecker’s Hassan (Fernando, 1972: ii). Malaysians were relegated to supporting roles 
both on and off stage (22), as observed by Fernando in an overview of English-
language theatre entitled “Malaysian Theatre Through The Years” published in the 
magazine Seni & Teater (Art and Theatre). Locals who did participate were those 
privileged by an English-language education--essentially locals drawn from the upper-
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classes, across all ethnic groups. Indeed, the British-introduced school system was 
responsible for fostering amateur dramatics via a curriculum that included the study of 
Shakespeare and other Western playwrights. Two such examples are the elite Victoria 
Institution Drama Society, with which at least two prominent theatre personalities, 
playwright Edward Dorall and director, Krishen Jit, had their beginnings, and the 
Anglo Chinese School (ACS) of Ipoh, which has, since 1916, staged one major 
theatrical production a year (Camelot, programme, ACS, 1972). 
 A year after independence, the newly re-elected chairman of the MATG, David 
Lyttle, is reported to have announced a change to the MATG’s constitution allowing it 
to stage plays in languages other than English. Claiming the authority of his Malay 
friends, Lyttle said that “the Malays are getting rather tired of Hang Tuah” 5 and 
therefore, a production on Alexander the Great, in Malay, would be a good way to 
begin the MATG’s  foray into the uncharted territory of Malay-language theatre 
(Straits Times, June 1958).  
However,  “a rejection mechanism eventually began to operate” (Fernando, 1972: 
iii). In 1967, the Malaysian members of the MATG, Syed Alwi and K. Das led a 
historic coup against the expatriate-controlled MATG establishment. For the first time, 
Malaysian theatre in English fell into the hands of the locals and the Malayan Arts 
Theatre Group became the Malaysian Arts Theatre Group. This marked the beginning 
of a Malaysian theatre practice dominated by locals both in terms of management as 
well as artistic direction.   In May 1967, the new committee launched the MATG 
newsletter, in which Chairman Syed Alwi, asserted that “the first objective…is to 
develop a Malaysian Theatre” (MATG, Vol 1, No1).  
                                                 
5  The legend of Hang Tuah and Hang Jebat is an important legend, with two seminal plays, Usman Awang’s Matinya Seorang Pahlawan (Death of a Warrior) 
and Dinsman’s Jebat , which both deal with the moral dilemma of Hang Jebat and Hang Tuah, still remaining popular today.. 
 33
Changes were, however, slow. In February 1968, Lela Mayang was offered as “the 
first Malaysian play by Malaysians for Malaysians” (MATG, Vol 1, No 7).  It is telling 
that although the original play was in Malay, the script had to be translated into 
English before the MATG could stage it. When questioned about the significant choice 
of performance language, Syed Alwi, the director, explained,  “we were trying to make 
a gradual change, and did not dare break out immediately” (Interview, May 2001).  
Elsewhere, plays written by locals, about locals, had already emerged from the fog 
of Charley's Aunt and Witness for the Prosecution. Edward Dorall's Arise O Youth! 
(1966) was the first Malaysian play in English to be staged for the public.6 A second 
play, A Tiger is Loose in Our Community (1967), attempted to use “Malaysian 
English”, described as “the fragmentary speech which can be heard throughout 
Malaysia”as a “self-sufficient dramatic instrument” (Fernando, 26). The use of 
Malaysian English on stage was an acknowledgement of the validity of the local 
patois, as opposed to the practice of  “standard” English. Tiger was also thematically 
grounded in the local context as it dealt with the interracial prejudices in Malaysian 
society (Playwright’s Notes, programme, A Tiger is Loose in our Community and The 
Hour of the Dog, 1995).  Other noteworthy efforts in the late 1960s include Lee Joo 
For’s Son of Zen (1968) and Patrick Yeoh's The Clay Model (1968). The latter also 
exhibited a search for a Malaysian English idiom in performance (Fernando, 1972: 
xiii). These plays explored issues that were relevant to Malaysian society.  Multiracial 
characters, which were recognisably Malaysian, also began to make an appearance on 
the local stage. 
                                                 
6 In 1963, a play entitled Mashuri, written in English by the then Prime Minister, Tunku Abdul Rahman, was staged by the Social Welfare Department as a 
fund-raiser, with tickets going for RM1 and RM3 each. There are no further details about this production available, and Edward Dorall’s play is seen as 
historically important due to the fact that his play was not a one-off foray into playwriting.   
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 In 1969, the MATG organised a playwriting competition for both Malay and 
English plays. Its “prime objective was to provide local writers with sufficient 
incentive to write”, (MATG, Vol 2, No 1), in order to build an alternative canon of 
drama to the Western one. The response was encouraging with over 20 new 
playwrights submitting work. First Prize (English) was awarded to Patrick Yeoh's The 
Need to Be.7  The prize of RM1,000, sponsored by the Asia Foundation, was the 
biggest awarded for local playwriting8 at the time. 
These productions indicate that theatre practitioners in English were already 
beginning to break free from the bonds of colonial theatre before the riots. This 
journey was a self-conscious one, as playwrights searched for an alternative to the 
highly implicated theatre practice in which they had been schooled. Changes were 
directed towards both stylistic and thematic aspects of theatre. By the end of the 1960s, 
some productions began to move away from purely modern Western theatre devices 
towards Asian theatre techniques such as the use of wayang kulit in the MATG's All 
The Perfumes (1968).  
 English-language theatre practitioners in the late 1960s believed that their 
efforts in creating a Malaysian theatre practice, albeit in English, were part of the 
national cultural agenda. Writing about Lela Mayang, Fernando called the play and the 
production “a study in cooperative, creative nationalist drama, an impressive example  
to all future theatre groups” (Seni dan Teater, 24).  There was even official 
endorsement from no less than the Minister of Culture, Youth and Sports, Encik Senu  
bin Abdul Rahman, who, having attended the MATG's The More We Get Together  
(1969) written by Syed Alwi, released a statement in which he  “praised the group for  
                                                 
7 The Need to Be was staged by the MATG in 1969 at the Experimental Theatre, The University of Malaya  
8 There was no first prize winner for the Malay section though prizes were awarded for the second and third prize 
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contributing to the culture of Malaysian society and the development of a Malaysian 
theatre” (Malay Mail, 2 January 1969).  These changes were exploratory in nature. 
Practitioners tested the ground for a theatre that was “Malaysian”, without 
preconceived notions or officially proscribed notions of what that theatre was exactly 
or should be. At this point, language did not appear to be an indicator of nationalism in 
culture.   
 These changes, initiated by the artists, did not enjoy strong audience support, 
however. Houses were small, and some MATG and audience members regrouped to 
form such other expat-based theatre groups as the Klang Theatre Workshop in 
response to the new emphasis on Malaysian theatre. English-language theatre was 
clearly still the domain of the Westerner, and had yet to build an indigenous support 
base. The problem ran deeper than merely raising the number of locals in membership 
and audience. The Eastern Sun's incisive comment that “the…crippling cultural 
heritage of scores of years of colonial rule in which Malaysians are brought up to think 
the world of Western culture and art, neglecting the reservoir of Asian culture at their 
own backyard” (21 May 1968) showed that the mindset of even the local audiences 
and some practitioners remained firmly entrenched in the colonial past.  
 
2.3) MALAY-LANGUAGE THEATRE 
 While traditional Malay theatrical forms, which include ritual theatres such as mak 
yong and wayang kulit have a history that spans over 500 years, according to James 
Brandon in The Cambridge Guide to Asian Theatre, modern Malay theatre has a more 
recent history. Bangsawan, a form of popular Malay opera, arrived in the trading port 
of Penang in the late nineteenth century by way of Parsi traders from India. It 
contained Western influences such as Commedia dell’ Arte and Asian forms. Its 
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repertoire, actors, musicians and audience members were multi-ethnic, and it is 
described as the first popular urban theatre in Malaya (Tan, 1993). In the 1940s, as the 
nationalist movement gained momentum, sandiwara plays (bearing more western 
elements such as scripted dialogue, and the presence of a director), promoted a 
nationalist, anti-colonial message and gained popularity in the Malay community 
(Nanney, 29). After independence, however, playwrights, who were often teachers or 
journalists driven by a strong social consciousness, adopted a social realist stance in 
works aimed at addressing the problems of a newly independent nation. This period is 
referred to as the modern drama (drama moden) period in Malay theatre by Krishen Jit 
in Membesar Bersama Teater for its identifiably Western social realist roots in theme 
and form.  
 
2.4) CONCLUSION  
The origins of theatre performed in English and Malay do stem from different 
historical forces. Both theatre practices were inextricably tied to the ethno-political and 
social characteristics of their language of choice. English-language theatre was 
confined to mainly urban centres, supported by a small, multi-ethnic middle-to upper-
class base while Malay theatre enjoyed a wider support base, which, although 
ethnically homogeneous, was more varied in terms of social class.  
 However, theatre performed in English and Malay shared many similarities. The 
early histories of both were already implicated by political imperatives, whether it was 
aimed at fostering nationalism, or creating an ideal (in British eyes) citizen of the 
soon-to-be-established nation. Both practices were amateur in nature and were driven 
by the elite and intellectuals of the time.  While they were often treated as two 
homogeneous practices respectively, there were internal conflicts and vastly different 
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artistic positions taken within each practice. As we shall see, in English-language 
theatre, this gap was illustrated by the dependence, if not preference of some, for 
Western plays with little relevance to the local context, at the same time as other 
writers were actively writing local plays in English, rooted in the Malaysian 
experience. In Malay theatre, the myth of a cohesive practice was most evident in the 
different positions taken by theatre practitioners on the issue of Islam and theatre, 
which we will examine in detail in our study of theatre in the 1980s and 1990s.   
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CHAPTER THREE 
POLICY CONTEXT AND CONTENT 
 
3.1) INTRODUCTION 
In order to grasp fully the implications of the state’s policies upon a culturally 
diverse community, this chapter seeks to understand the means by which the state has 
navigated the ethnic composition of the country to its advantage.  It offers a detailed 
analysis of the politically charged period leading up to the riots, paying particular 
attention to the areas of culture, language, education and the economy. The chapter 
will then address the aftermath of the riots, focusing on each of the policies under 
study, from the standpoint of their originating context, structure and content. The 
varying interpretation, implementation and cross-policy influences of the policies will 
not be addressed here but over the course of the next three chapters, in order to make 
clear the link between these aspects of policy and actual theatre practice.   
 
3.2) THE RIOTS OF 1969  
     After over a decade of relative stability, cracks in the social co-existence of the 
different ethnic communities began to emerge.  By 1969, there was a general feeling of 
dissatisfaction amongst non-Malays. They had grown more confident of their position 
and of their contribution to Malaysia.  Many believed they deserved a stronger political 
stake in the country, and were “willing to consider more political action” (Vasil, 1). 
There was apprehension about the NLB of 1967, which would institute Malay as the 
official language, and the NEA of 1961, which favoured one national education system 
employing Malay as the medium of instruction, and which limited the growth of 
vernacular education.  
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 The growing demands of the non-Malay community were viewed by the Malay 
community as a betrayal of the agreement, commonly referred to as the “social 
contract” in which Malay accommodations towards the immigrant communities 
concerning citizenship and other concessions left political power in the hands of the 
Malays (Andaya and Andaya, 276). The catalogue of Malay grievances included the 
fact that the slow pace of language reforms meant that English was still deeply 
entrenched in government as well as in education over a decade after independence. 
The limited access to tertiary education for Malays, due to the use of English-language 
at tertiary level and the dominance of English at all levels of government 
administration, severely restricted the upward mobility of the majority of the Malays, 
other than a small aristocratic elite, which had been privileged by the British 
administration. They were also disappointed that independence had failed to raise their 
economic standing, as they remained largely rural-based and marginalised from the 
economic growth of the country, which remained in the hands of foreign concerns and 
the Chinese community (Vasil, Abraham, Galliano). The apparent resistance to the 
privileging of the Malay language and culture by the other communities, evidenced by 
the reluctance to embrace the national language, was a further source of discontent 
(Andaya and Andaya 230).   
The 1969 general election was a hotly contested one, with both the Opposition 
and the Alliance using the shorthand of communalism in an effort to win votes. This 
has been identified as the immediate cause of the violence expressing itself in racial 
terms by a number of scholars writing about the riots, including Abraham, Vasli, 
Comber and Galiano. The Alliance suffered significant losses while the Opposition 
won enough seats to deny the Alliance its two-thirds majority, crucial in controlling 
Parliament. As a result of the communal-based rhetoric that had taken centre stage 
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during the campaigning, the public saw the results in ethnic terms. Racial tension 
escalated and violence erupted in Kuala Lumpur, spreading to other parts of Peninsular 
Malaysia.  Official figures indicate 196 dead, 439 injured, thirty-nine missing and 
9143 arrested (NOC, 88-96).9 Sporadic violence continued until July 1969, but the 
damage inflicted upon the psyche of the nation was to have a much longer life.   
 
3.3) RESTRUCTURING IN THE POST-1969 PERIOD  
The state reacted by declaring a state of Emergency, suspending Parliament and 
placing the country under the control of a National Operations Council (NOC).  The 
NOC believed that the riots were “ultimately attributable to escalating Malay 
grievances over the…relative economic deprivation of the Malays compared to the 
non-Malays” (Means, 408), and instituted a range of laws and policies to redress this. 
At the recommendation of the NOC, the Constitutional Amendments of 1971 
“entrenched” the rights to citizenship of all Malaysians, the legitimate interest of the 
other communities in Malaysia regardless of ethnic origin, the rights and prerogative 
of the Malay rulers, the position of Malay as the national language, the special position 
of the bumiputra and the position of Islam as the national religion. At the centre of the 
post-riot measures instituted by the state was the NEP, aimed at increasing the 
bumiputra share in the economy and the enforcement of the NLB and the Education 
Act of 1961. The state also turned its attention to the construction of a sense of 
national identity amongst a people of disparate cultural, linguistic and religious 
practices through the National Cultura Congress (1971), the introduction of the 
Rukunegara (National Credo), and the creation of a Department of National Unity. 
                                                 
9 The casualties were widely believed to be much higher than these official figures. 
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Although it had won a record number of seats, the Opposition was cast as the 
bogeyman of race relations. The NOC’s white paper on the riots reported that 
“Democracy is dead in this country. It died at the hands of the opposition parties who 
triggered off the events leading to this violence” (Minister of Home Affairs quoted in 
the Straits Times, KL, 21 June 1969).  Munro-Kua reads the suspension of Parliament 
between 1969-1971 as a strategy “in anticipation of criticism arising from the 
implementation of communally defined policies in a multi-cultural nation”.  It left the 
Opposition without a formal platform to mediate on key issues (Munro-Kua, 60).  The 
NOC suspended elections in East Malaysia until such time as it could ensure that it 
would win, thereby denying the Opposition a significant presence in Parliament. The 
temporary closure of newspapers and the Seditions Act Amendment of 1970 and 1971 
(which made it an offence to question any of these steps), effectively removed the 
areas of contention, as well as the policy reforms introduced, from the arena of public 
debate (Munro-Kua, 59-60). Thus the state was able to institute these policies with 
minimum opposition.  The delicacy of community relations also engendered a 
cautionary, fragile atmosphere amongst the population, which inhibited post-riots 
challenges to the state’s programme.    
The riots brought about a shift in the balance of political power within the 
Alliance. The elections signalled that UMNO had lost some measure of Malay support 
because it had been negligent of Malay interest in its efforts to maintain the Alliance 
system.  The English-educated Malay elite was seen as too accommodative of non-
Malay interests by the so-called “Ultras” in UMNO.  Drawn from the new Malay 
middle class, these young leaders had a stronger sense of Malay nationalism and were 
impatient with the Alliance’s formula of compromise and concession with regard to 
the other communities (Ishak and Jomo, 331; Gomez, 180; Pennycook, 191-2). An 
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internal power struggle ensued after the riots, resulting in the ousting of UMNO 
president and the prime minister of the country, Tunku Abdul Rahman, and the 
ascendancy of the more strident elements in UMNO.  
The MIC and the MCA both drew their political importance within the Alliance 
coalition from their ability to deliver the non-Malay votes.  With the Opposition win in 
the 1969 general election pointing to the diminished support of the MIC and the MCA  
amongst their constituency, both parties’ positions within the Alliance were weakened. 
So, notwithstanding the reduced support amongst the Malay community for UMNO, 
the elections and the riots resulted in an UMNO-dominated Alliance (Munro-Kua, 61; 
Jomo, 1986: 255).  
Therefore, the political realities of immediate post-1969 included an 
Opposition discredited for its alleged role in causing the riots and restricted by the 
post-riot laws, freedom of expression and public debate muted under the NOC, and 
political power in the hands of a party anxious to regain the confidence of its voting 
base. It is within this political framework and atmosphere that all the policies under 
study here were either instituted or enforced. Andaya and Andaya describe the post-
1969 period as “characterised by strong government intervention” (303), and indeed an 
enduring legacy of the riots has been the range of prescriptive policies formulated by 
the ruling elite to restructure the socio-economic framework of the country. The riots 
marked the end of a laissez-faire system of government, and the beginning of active 
state involvement in the economic and socio-political landscape of the country. The 
newly redirected UMNO was now in a position to redirect the socio-political and 
economic contours according to its particular ideological view.  It had  “sufficient 
leverage to enforce affirmative action plans in favour of the Malays” (Gomez, 181).  
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3.4) POLICY STUDIES 
3.4 (i) Culture  
Theatre critic and director Krishen Jit notes that the impact of the riots “on 
local society and culture has been so profound that it justifies the recognition of a post-
1969 perspective” (1984: 128). Indeed, prior to 1969, the state was largely absent from 
the arts and cultural arena. There are no provisions for culture and the arts in the 
Constitution, although religion and language are prominent features.  When a Ministry 
of Culture, Youth and Sports10 was established in 1964, it was placed under only a 
junior minister (Mohd. Taib, 276). Activities were limited to youth festivals or cultural 
dances, which were “showcase” performances of the different ethnic dances performed 
for official functions and visiting dignitaries (Noorsiah, Ismail Zain). Mohd. Taib says 
that prior to the riots, it was the artists and literary groups, not the authorities, who 
were keen to formulate a policy concerning national culture (256).  
Indeed, an attention to chronology reveals that changes in arts practice were in 
evidence even before the National Cultural Congress (NCC), as artists examined the 
meaning of the riots in their works.  Artist Syed Ahmad Jamal noted that “events that 
took place in May 1969 stunned Malaysian artists as it did the rest of society. For a 
while no artists were producing works at all” (1987: 59). When artists across the 
genres did eventually create work, the imprint of the riots was undeniable, as in the 
case of painter Ibrahim Hussein, who created a piece entitled May 13, in which a 
Malaysian flag was painted over in black.  In theatre, the riots were the catalyst for 
indepth changes as well. Theatre in Malay and English underwent transformations that 
can be directly traced to the riots. In Malay-language theatre, the effect of the riots 
                                                 
10 The Culture portfolio was first managed by the Ministry of Social Welfare (1953 to 1957), Ministry of Information and Broadcasting (1957 to 64), Ministry 
of Culture, Youth and Sports (1964 to 1987), Ministry of Culture and Tourism (1987 to 1990)  and the Ministry of Culture, Arts and Tourism (1989 to present). 
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manifested itself in terms of form and theme.  In English-language theatre, changes 
were most evident in the use of the language of performance.    
In the immediate post-riots period, it was a Malay-language play which was to 
have a profound affect on theatre practice. Noordin Hassan’s Bukan Lalang di Tiup 
Angin (Its not the Lalang that is Blown by the Wind), staged in 1970, was a creative 
attempt at addressing the riots of 1969. The play presented a break from the realist, 
“well-made” dramas which were predominant in the preceding years. Bukan Lalang 
was set in the future, and shunned the usual sitting room setting of  “drama moden”, 
for a stage designed by artist Anthony Lau, which was heavily influenced by modern 
art and surrealism (Kee, 1989: 39-45).  Although the MATG has the distinction of 
being the first group to fuse Western and Eastern forms in theatre as noted earlier, it 
was Bukan Lalang which sparked a revolution through its inventive use of traditional 
Malay theatre forms within a Western theatre format.   As Krishen Jit explains,  
“Noordin’s theatre brought back to the modern Malay stage those recently discarded 
traditional performance genres and images, such as poetry, song, chorus, boria, and 
bangsawan” (1984: 128).  It signalled the loss of faith in the modernist view of 
progressive development which underpinned the popularity of social-realist dramas 
before the riots. 
In English-language theatre, the impact of the riots is exemplified by the 
changes in the MATG. In May 1971, the MATG, which was generally viewed as an 
English-language theatre company, organised a three-day festival, Genta Rasa. Syed 
Alwi revealed that Genta Rasa was conceived in direct relation to the riots. Genta Rasa 
marked the first time performances in English and Malay were presented together on 
the same stage. Combining fashion shows and poetry recitals, dance and theatre, and 
held in the city’s main public park, this cross-language production was attended by 
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thousands (Interview, May 2001). In June 1971, the MATG launched a new monthly 
magazine11 called Seni dan Teater (Art and Theatre) which, in keeping with the 
MATG's new multilingual agenda post-riots, was bilingual. It had six articles in 
Malay, three in English and four articles in both languages written by poets, 
playwrights and artists from across the Malay/English language divide.  
Bukan Lalang di Tiup Angin, Genta Rasa and Seni dan Teater were important 
signposts in the journey of change. They can be viewed as more than just isolated 
incidents. Each was evidence of artists acting independently to redirect culture and art 
in response to 1969 and each was to have long-term repercussions on theatre in 
English and Malay.   
 
3.4. (i) A. The National Cultural Congress 
The riots brought the state into culture and art in a formal way. Tunku Abdul 
Rahman in his book May 13: Before and After, placed part of the responsibility of the 
riots on the state’s failure to build a strong cultural foundation to unify the multi-ethnic 
population.  The government appointed a director of culture within the Ministry of 
Culture Youth and Sports, and the Minister’s “first task was to organise a nationwide 
congress on national culture” to address the need for a unifying national culture 
(Mohd. Taib, 279). The NCC was held from 16 to 20 August 1971 at the University of 
Malaya, jointly organised by the Cultural Division of the Ministry of Culture, Youth 
and Sports and the Malay Studies Department of the University of Malaya (Mohd. 
Taib, 113).  Fifty-two seminar papers were presented by academicians, intellectuals 
and artists on music, dance, architecture, film etc. For the purpose of this thesis, we 
will focus specifically on the paper on theatre.  
                                                 
11 The last MATG Newsletter was dated February 1970.  
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Syed Alwi, Rahim Razali, Ahmad Yatim, Krishen Jit and Usman Awang,12 
presented the paper on theatre at the NCC entitled, “Our Theatre...Where are Your 
Roots?”. By virtue of the fact that the three main authors of the paper on theatre 
presented at the NCC13 were key members of the MATG, the new direction of the 
MATG after the riots took on a wider significance, and indeed supports a reading in 
which individual or group action was elevated into state policy through the mechanism 
of the NCC.  
 In “Our Theatre…Where are your Roots?”, the themes of change evident in 
the MATG's post-riot efforts were formalised. The authors contended that no 
genuinely Malaysian theatre practice, which dealt with the concerns of the people, 
existed.  It described local theatre as either “Western theatre”, traditional forms of  
“foreign” Chinese and Indian culture, or theatre from the “East Coast”, which referred 
to indigenous ritual theatre such as mak yong, main patri and wayang kulit.   
All these forms were deemed of little relevance to Malaysian life; Chinese 
opera and Indian dance belonged to another country and another people. While these 
forms served a cultural function, they did not qualify as teater rakyat (theatre of the 
people). The paper, however, levelled the strongest criticism at “Western theatre”, as 
proof positive that “Western orientated” Malaysians were unable to deal with the 
reality of an independent country, and were, therefore, “not true Malaysians” (KBSS, 
1973: 387). It noted that theatre practice at the moment was only accessible to a small 
English-educated elite.  It derided past efforts to “Malayanise” or translate Western 
work as a shallow attempt to create local theatre.   
                                                 
12 With the exception of Usman Awang, a Malay-language writer, the other three were leading members of English-language theatre group, MATG.  
13 There were two papers on theatre presented at the NCC; the other one was written by Mustapha Kamil Yassin, entitled "Roles and Responsibilities of the 
National Theatre”,  advocating for the construction of a national theatre building. 
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The paper advocated a theatre practice that thematically drew from local 
history and culture, such as the Malay Annals. It also suggested that theatre 
practitioners employ traditional theatre to enrich practice, citing Syed Alwi’s use of 
Wayang Kulit in the flashback scene of All the Perfumes as an example. Thematically, 
the works had to be relevant to “the people” (rakyat), rather than merely reflect the 
interests of the writers, who, it noted, were from the English-educated middle class. 
The paper made a strong case for the democratisation of theatre access so that 
Malaysian theatre could be truly a teater rakyat, i.e. public theatre open to people 
outside the urban-based middle class.  
 
3.4. (i) B.  National Cultural Policy  
  Two years later, the papers presented at the congress were published by the 
Ministry of Culture, Youth and Sports as Asas-Asas Kebudayaan Kebangsaan (Asas) 
or the Foundations of the National Culture. The foreword, written by an unnamed 
editor, condensed the basis of national culture into three principles, namely, (I) 
National culture would be based on that of the indigenous inhabitants of the region; 
(II) Elements from other cultures, which were suitable and reasonable, might be 
incorporated into the national culture; and (III) Islam would be a crucial component of 
the national culture. A caveat clarified that, “Suitable and reasonable referred to in the 
second principle must be understood in the context of the first and third principle, and 
not from other values”(KKBS, vii).  It was these three principles in the foreword which 
entered both state as well as common parlance as the sum total of the NCP. The fact 
that these three principles have been contested suggest that it is viewed, not only by its 
proponents, but by those who oppose it as well, as the state’s main policy document on 
culture and the arts. 
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Viewed against the other three policies, which were either directly spawned or 
strengthened by the riots, the NCP presents a number of problems. The NCP was never 
legislated into an Act as were the NLB and the NEA. Nor was it formalised into a plan 
of action, as was the NEP.14  In scope and intent, however, the NCP would appear to be 
at the centre of this research into English-language theatre.  
 
3.4. (i) C. Political Legitimacy and the National Cultural Congress  
 This study of policy is grounded in the assumption that it is deeply implicated 
by the political context. It is therefore necessary to problematise the stated objectives 
and rationale of the NCP.  To begin with, the reasons given and both the selected 
location of the congress, and its form, could be read as an attempt by the state to 
legitimise the outcome of the NCC. By calling for a conference as an antidote to the 
fragmented community, the state was able to locate the source of the riots within a 
community “divided” by cultural differences, rather than in a historically constructed 
political system based on ethnicity. This strategy was consistent with other 
authoritarian measures taken by the state in the aftermath of the riots (as evident in the 
suspension of the media, and the Seditions Act), on the pretext of preventing racial 
incitement. These steps enabled the state to occupy a “neutral” position. It could take 
on the role of protector or custodian of this fragmented society, which in turn opened 
the way for the state to institute measures, which further entrenched its position, with 
limited opposition.  
Second, the location of the NCC functioned as a marker of legitimacy. 
Bourdieu proposes that for culture to successfully support and reproduce the power 
structure, it must have legitimacy in the eyes of those it subordinates. It must have the 
                                                 
14 The NEP was implemented through the five-yearly national plans, beginning with the Second Malaysian Plan, 1970 to 1975.  
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appearance of being “the natural order of things”, outside of political influence.  This 
legitimacy necessitates an obscuring of the mechanism of construction of a culture. 
The choice of holding the National Cultural Congress at the University of Malaya, in 
association with the Malay Studies Department of UM, could be viewed as a move 
calculated to lend the Congress this very legitimacy. Furthermore, the use of a seminar 
format, in which papers on a wide range of cultural and art areas were presented by 
respected academics and artists, reinforced the image of the Congress as an intellectual 
and academic event. Unlike the NEP, which was put forward by the National 
Operations Council, and the Education Act and Language Policy, all of which were 
strongly identified with the UMNO-led government, the NCC was associated with 
academic and artistic practice, and endowed with all the attendant objectivity 
associated with academia. It gave the appearance of being relatively free of political 
influence.  
However, despite the fact that the NCC had the semblance of an academic 
event, the NCP could not disentangle itself from the conditions of its origin, the 
restructuring of the post-1969 period. It lacked credibility in the eyes of those not 
privileged by it, because its core principle reproduced the discourse of indigenousness 
and entitlement found in the other policies. The policy failed to gain legitimacy 
“naturally” because of its obviously constructed nature.   
A more fundamental problem, as pointed out by Kua (1987: 31), was the 
validity of the three guiding principles. It is unclear from the publication of Asas itself 
if the three principles were formulated by the participants of the Congress, or if they 
were in fact an editorial initiative, included by the Ministry of Culture.  There has been 
no satisfactory attempt to resolve this issue on the part of both the supporters and the 
detractors of the NCP.  
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 I would like to suggest that there is evidence to support the view that the 
nucleus of the NCP in fact pre-dates the NCC. At the end of 1957,  the first Malay 
Cultural Congress of Malaya15 was held in Melaka, drawing fifty-three Malay Cultural 
organisations from Singapore, Peninsular Malaya and North Kalimantan. Mohd. Taib’s 
study of Malay culture dates the first conscious articulation of a concept of Malay 
culture to this Congress (112). A codified Malay culture was seen as the means to 
unify the divisions between Malays themselves as well with the foreigners who had 
settled in the country.  According to Aziz in Masyarakat dan Kebudayaan Malaysia, 
the Congress of 1957 passed a resolution that “Malay Culture was suitable to be used 
as the foundation of the National Culture of Malaya” (185). Aziz indicates that this 
belief informed the outcome of the NCC of 1971, going so far as to say that the 
aspirations of the Congress of 1957 were “given an extremely strong endorsement with 
the convening of the NCC of 1971” (185).  
It can be inferred that the outcome of the ethnically exclusive Congress of 1957 
played a significant role in the final form of the NCP. In view of the context of the 
NCP’s construction, and the evidence of the existence of a pre-determined view of 
national culture prior to the NCC, there is cause to look beyond the rhetoric of nation 
building to in order to unravel the hegemonic functionality of the three principles.  
This position is enhanced/instigated by the view that culture is a site of deep 
contestation over which dominant and subordinate groups attempt to gain control.  
According to Mohd. Taib, the NCP, as expressed in the first principle, was 
based on historicity and indigenousness (283). It was argued that the national culture 
should reflect the culture of the indigenous communities, which constituted 60% of the 
population, and which held political power (Abdullah Nawi, 5-8; Aziz, 1988; KKPM, 
                                                 
15 The Malay Cultural Congress of Malaya was held from 30 December 1957 to 2 January 1958 and will be refereed to as the Congress of 1957 here. 
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1989).  This culture was identified as the Malay-Polynesian culture of the region, a 
civilisation with a unique ethos shaped by centuries of contact with a variety of the 
other cultures both from the East and West. Its adaptability to, and absorption of, other 
cultural and religious influences made it an appropriate culture for a multi-ethnic state.   
Despite the stated objectives of the NCP to be a tool of unification, the policy 
was, ultimately, exclusionary in that it identified only one culture as the bearer of 
authenticity. The NCP established differences in culture based on a gradation of 
legitimacy with expressions of Malay/Muslim culture at the apex of Malaysian culture; 
all arts practices were tested against the benchmark of this view of culture. Those that 
did not conform were effectively relegated to the margins. The NCP’s construction of 
an essentialist, reified version of Malay culture was based on a geographical location 
that extended beyond the confines of the peninsula, conveying a sense of Malay might 
and complexity.  This, in turn, supported the claims of indigenousness that were the 
ideological framework of the political state.  The recalling of an ancient history and 
geographical boundaries that support the politically dominant group is a recurring 
theme in the construction of nations, as mentioned earlier.  
The second principle made provisions for the acceptance of other cultures, 
proving that the state was “committed to the principles of democracy, and was aware 
that in a multiracial country, culture was dynamic”(Abdullah Nawi, 8).  However, this 
provision brought the political power structure into the cultural arena by placing the 
“immigrant” cultures in a subordinate position to the dominant culture.  The NCP’s 
privileging of Malay culture therefore made the policy a marker of difference by 
establishing what Bauman calls a hierarchy of culture. Concepts of national culture 
prior to 1969 tended to be more inclusive, and as Chandra notes in “Has the 
Communal Situation Worsened over the last Decade? Some Preliminary Thoughts”, 
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“the Alliance as a whole believed in cultural diversity” (359). At a seminar entitled 
“The Cultural Problems of Malaysia in the Context of South East Asia”, held in 1967, 
the Deputy Prime Minister spoke of an inclusive form of national culture, achieved 
through consensus amongst a multicultural polity.  Even his opening address at the 
NCC emphasised the reality of Malaysia’s multicultural society in the formation of the 
policy. However, if we bear in mind that the Opposition has promoted a more 
equitable social structure that challenged the special position of the Malays, 
multiculturalism would have been at odds with the state’s agenda to consolidate the 
position of the Malay community in the post-1969 era.  
The pre-eminence of Islam in the third principle was supported by its six 
hundred-year presence in the region and its position as the official religion, as 
enshrined in the Constitution (Aziz, 1989, 4-5). Baharuddin Musa notes that despite 
the pivotal role of Islam in the NCP, the religious freedom was guaranteed in the 
Constitution, and hence, non-Muslims did have to be fearful (7). However, this 
principle operated in tandem with the first principle by consolidating further the 
difference between the Muslim-Malay and non-Muslim non-Malay. In practice, it was 
to prove problematic for both Malay and non-Malay art forms, as we shall see in the 
following chapters.  
Although the aim of the congress was to foster unity and create a Malaysian 
identity, the reading of the principles employed here indicates that the main thrust of 
the NCP was the promotion of culture as the bearer of identity and as the symbolic 
expression of political power.  The tone and content of the NPC display a close affinity 
with Crouch’s description of the political system in Malaysia. One could go so far as to 
say that the three principles of the NCP presented the pattern of concession and 
repression in a distilled form. While the second principle acknowledged non-Malays as 
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stakeholders in the formulation of culture, the third principle provided the state with an 
exit clause it could invoke when it felt its legitimacy threatened.  Culture is a symbol 
of national identity embedded with notions of “group worth”, and it was in this area 
that the state was most vigilant. The Malaysian experience reflected Eriksen’s point 
that “cultural difference relates to ethnicity if and only if such differences are made 
relevant in social interaction” (38). While cultural differences were characteristic of 
Malaysian society, the NCP established a formal policy that introduced the boundaries 
between Malay and non-Malay culture, dividing where its stated intent was to unite.  
 
3.4. (ii)  The National Language Bill of 1967 and The Education Act of 1961 
3.4 (ii) A. Historical Background 
Unlike culture and the economy, language and education were already sites of 
contestation involving formal state intervention a considerable time before 1969.  The 
struggle over language was played out primarily between English and Malay, and was 
highly fraught, involving as it did aspects of economic and social positioning and 
political power.  It was inextricably linked with education as the question of the 
medium of instruction at schools was at the centre of both the education and language 
policies. As with almost every modern institution in Malaysia, the nucleus of this 
tension can be traced back to the colonial administration. The British education system 
was consistent in enforcing its divisionist policies when it came to education. It 
established four separate streams of education, each using Malay, Mandarin, Tamil and 
English as the medium of instruction, respectively (Pennycook, 90). The four streams 
were also differentiated by location, access and levels of study attainable, thereby 
making education a powerful marker of difference. Access to English-medium schools, 
which were usually located in the towns, was limited to the urban-based, upper and 
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middle-classes, across ethnic groups. English was the language of the colonial 
administration, and was embedded with notions of political power, economic 
capability and social prestige. Despite the fact that English was spoken by a minority 
of the population--Abdullah Hassan in his book Language Planning in Southeast Asia, 
estimates that by 1957, only 10% of the population were able to speak English--the 
laungauge enjoyed an influence and prestige which belied this figure. Mastery over the 
language translated into access to sites of political as well as economic power.  
 
3.4 (ii) B.  National Language Bill 1967 
With independence came the promise of greater prominence for the  Malay 
language.  Article 152 of the Constitution states that Malay would replace English as 
the official language within ten years of independence, while at the same time making 
it illegal to prohibit the use of other languages. In Language and Symbolic Power, 
Bourdieu notes that the ability to assign national language status is the means by which 
the dominant class asserts it position. He shows that the dominant group’s ownership 
or identification with that language in turn privileges it and helps to reproduce its 
position of power. It is a signal that they have the power to define, while ensuring that 
the power is kept in place by a linguistic system, which provides them with an 
advantage over the subordinate class. Due to the transfer of power from the colonial 
government to the English-educated elite, and the predominance of Western ownership 
of capital and industry (which strengthened the English language's economic value), 
the English language was a potent force even after independence.  For example, in 
1970, 61.7% of the motor industry was foreign owned (Andaya and Andaya, 313). It 
was still pre-eminent in education, industry and even government (Hassan, Pennycook, 
Watson). In comparison, the Malay language remained largely underrated despite the 
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existence of legislature to support the positioning of Malay as the official language of 
the new state. This was a source of frustration for the Malay community, which felt 
that ten years after colonial rule, it was still disadvantaged by colonial policies.  Under 
these circumstances, it is not surprising that, as Watson explains,   
English came to be regarded not only as the language of the colonial 
education but also, after independence, as an obstacle to the 
educational, social and economic advantage of the majority of the 
Malays (104). 
A decade after independence, the NLB reiterated the position of Malay as the 
national language, while allowing for the continued use of English officially. The 
Agong (King) was given the power to extend the use of English in legal practice, the 
Senate and in Parliament  (Abdullah Hassan, 1987; Andaya and Andaya, 290).   This 
compromise left the extreme members of both the Malay and non-Malay communities 
dissatisfied. The Malay community felt betrayed by the concessions made, while the 
non-Malay community was threatened by the perceived impact the Bill would have on 
their freedom to maintain their own language and their economic position, which was 
linked to their proficiency in English  (Pennycook, Watson, Andaya and Andaya). 
 
3.4 (ii) C. National Education Act 1961 
Similarly, changes to the education system were  equally slow. Given the 
multiple education systems instituted by the colonial government, there were serious 
attempts to formulate a blueprint for a national education system that addressed the 
need for an unified education system while also taking into account the rights to 
vernacular education.  The Razak Report of 1957 had recommended the use of Malay 
as the medium of instruction, and a common syllabus for all schools as the formula for 
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national integration.  The Education Bill of 1961, based on the Rahman Report of 
1960, made further provisions for the use of education to promote the position of 
Malay as the national language, measures to reduce state funding of vernacular-
language schools and the conversion of English-language schools to Malay-medium 
(Watson,136-8). The Act had two objectives: “to meet the human resources needs of 
the country”, and “to build a united, disciplined and skilled society” (INTAN).  
Although the rationale behind the Razak Report was the integration of a multicultural 
community through a common education system, for the non-Malays, the issue was 
“complicated by the fact that the language issue was tied up with the political power of  
one ethnic group, the Malays”(Watson, l39). Crouch notes that:  
the ‘sovereignty of the Malay language’, in the words of many Malays, was 
generally considered a symbol of the Malay nature of the state and Malay 
predominance in it. The debate over language and education policy therefore, 
involved incompatible conceptions of the nature of the state and the obligations 
of its citizens (159).   
Therefore, despite the NEA, there was a resistance to replacing English with Malay, 
resulting in the continued privileging of English at school and tertiary level. There was 
the perception amongst  non-Malays that the NEA represented an erosion of their 
cultural heritage, thus heightening resistance to the implementation of it.  
Consequently, by the late 1960s, little headway had been made in implementing the 
language and education policies.   
Under these circumstances, it was inevitable that language and education 
became important areas of contestation prior to the riots. Kua and other observers go 
so far as to say that the 1969 elections were in fact fought over these two issues.  In the 
aftermath of the riots, education and language underwent some of the most visible 
 57
changes.  The government embarked on a determined course to implement the national 
language, and the use of Malay became more visible  in comparison to the pre-riots 
period (Reid, Abdullah, Pennycook). The state amended the Constitution in 1971 to 
protect the position of Malay as the national language, thereby effectively silencing the 
vocal opposition, which reached a crescendo during the 1969 general elections.   
Abdullah Hassan says, “After [the riots] the state clearly became more serious, 
and the Minister of Education…implemented the Razak Report of 1960” which had 
not been fully implemented before (23).   Starting with Primary One in 1970, the 
medium of instruction in schools was systematically converted year by year to the 
Malay language in accordance with the Education Act of 1961. A Malay-medium 
university, The National University of Malaysia, was established in 1970 as an 
immediate step to redress the lack of tertiary education for those educated in Malay- 
medium schools. By 1983, all universities in the country had switched to Malay as the 
medium of instruction. Examinations were changed, and a credit pass in Malay was 
compulsory for all students sitting for their Malaysian Certificate of Education (‘O’ 
Level equivalent), raising the competency level of the national language across ethnic 
groups. 
Having retained political power, UMNO was able to consolidate its position by 
instituting the policies that it had been challenged over in the lead-up to the election.  
This included strengthening the Malay identity of the state, as expressed in areas of 
language, culture and education. Bearing in mind that education and language were 
areas of contention leading up to the riots, it was inevitable that there would be some 
resistance and resentment on the part of the non-Malay community towards the 
enforcement of the policies on language and education, particularly as these measures 
were seen as part of the post-riots policies which were perceived as deeply 
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disadvantageous to non-Malay interests. In the heightened atmosphere of ethnicity 
following the riots, the language and education policies were viewed as Malay-centric 
rather than Malaysian (Pennycook, 199). The changes introduced by the policies were 
seen as an attempt to disadvantage the non-Malay community (Watson, 142-3).   
 
3.4 (iii) The New Economic Policy (NEP)  
The centrepiece of the affirmative-action policies introduced after 1969 was the 
NEP. The NEP was introduced through the Second Malaysia Plan (1971-1975) and in 
subsequent five-year national plans until 1990, when it was replaced by the National 
Development Plan (NDP). It was the state's response to Malay dissatisfaction over the 
limited access to and control of the country's wealth. 
After independence, the Malay community found itself still separated from the 
economic prosperity in the new country.  Limited access to education and 
employment, amongst other factors, meant that in 1970, over 75% of households 
below the poverty line were Malay (Andaya and Andaya, 302). Malay ownership of 
domestic corporate equity was as low as 2.4% in 1979 (Gomez and Jomo, 168), with 
foreign concerns and local Chinese retaining the bulk. Undoubtedly, the Malay 
community was disadvantaged economically. However, Jomo, in his study A Question 
of Class: Capital, The State and Uneven Development in Malaysia, argues that the 
economic disparity in Independent Malaysia was principally a class-based one.  The 
gulf between the rich and poor was greater within each ethnic group than between the 
different groups. Nonetheless, the state presented the economic imbalance of the 
country mainly in ethnic terms, focusing on the poverty in the Malay community.  
Consequently, the NEP can be viewed as a policy constructed around a central ethnic-
based ideology as much as it is a policy designed to rectify social inequality. 
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   The NEP proposed a double-pronged strategy of eradicating poverty by 
enlarging the economy and redistributing wealth with the aim of increasing bumiputra 
ownership of the economy to 30% by 1990.   The state stressed that the increase in 
bumiputra share would not come at the cost of non-bumiputra local interests, but 
would be achieved by expanding the economy, and decreasing foreign ownership of 
industry (Andaya and Andaya, 303).  It changed the economic, social and educational 
landscape of the country. The NEP transformed the country from an agricultural to a 
manufacturing-based economy, and created a new Malay middle class  (Andaya and 
Andaya, 315-318).  Its sphere of influence was not confined to the economy, as it took 
a long term approach to rectifying the economic imbalance via the bumiputra quota 
system in areas ranging from access to scholarships, business opportunities, university 
placements to purchases of property at special discounts. 
 Consistent with the other policies under study, the NEP privileged the support 
base of the politically dominant Malay-based UMNO. Where the other policies' stated 
aim was to unify the different ethnic groups, the NEP was more direct in its objectives. 
It was aimed at restructuring society into a more equitable form through affirmative 
action policies that privileged one ethnic group. However, as Ethnicity, Class and 
Development asserts, these policies aggravated the ethnic cleavages rather than 
alleviated them.  The non-Malay community was unhappy with the amount of state 
resources spent on achieving the NEP goal of creating Malay wealth (Chandra, 360-1).  
Despite the state’s attempts to reassure the non-Malay community that the 
“redistribution of wealth” under the NEP would be achieved by expanding the 




3.5) CONCLUSION  
The NCP, the implementation of the  Language Bill  and Education Act, and 
the NEP were ostensibly a means of unifying a multiracial community by creating a 
sense of shared identity through common culture, language and education, and through 
economic prosperity for all. Their expressed purpose of addressing the root cause of 
the social disintegration notwithstanding, a review of the policies shows that each was 
crafted to fit particular challenges faced by the state in the aftermath of the riots. The 
policies clearly served a political function, validating the reestablishment of the state 
following the challenges to its power as expressed in the riots, and ensuring its 
continued survival by nurturing its power base. While sharing a common language, 
syllabus and culture would have helped foster a sense of oneness, the differential 
access to education and economic opportunities, and cultural positioning as outlined by 
the policies, plus the growing identification of nationalism with Malay identity, in fact, 
increased ethnicisation. 
 The following chapters will primarily examine the impact of the post-1969 
policies upon theatre in English over the thirty-year period of study. They will, 
however, pay special attention to key developments in Malay-language theatre, in an 
attempt to understand how the policies entrenched the differences between the two 
main theatre traditions in Malaysia through the differentiating access to state sanctions 
and resources.   
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CHAPTER FOUR 
1970  TO 1979 
 
4.1) INTRODUCTION   
This chapter focuses on the first phase of the thirty-year period under 
consideration. It offers an analysis of the policies on culture, language, education and 
economics, conducted in tandem with a study of the key developments of theatre in 
English, the objective being to understand if the policies did indeed have any bearing 
on the practice of theatre in English in the first ten years of the policies. The period of 
study is demarcated by the NCC, on the one hand, and stops short of a ten-year review 
of the NCP initiated by the Ministry of Culture, Youth and Sports in January 1980, on 
the other.   
 
4.2) CONTEXT 
The 1970s were a period of deep social, political and economic change, as the 
state’s commitment to restructuring society began in earnest. While we have examined 
the ideological shift that occurred following the riots, it is worth acquainting ourselves 
in greater detail with some of the main political and social themes of the ten-year 
period examined in this chapter.  
 Abdul Razak replaced Tunku Abdul Rahman as the prime minister in 
September 1970. His administration was identified with “the growing assertion of 
Malay political primacy” (Cheah Boon Kheng, 121) leading to a perception that the 
country was now under the leadership of a “pro-Malay”, as opposed to Tunku’s 
“multi-ethnic” persona. Consequently, many of the changes instituted by this new 
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government were unpopular with the non-Malay population, who considered 
themselves disadvantaged by the post-1969 assertion of Malay political power.  
Dissatisfaction with the leadership was not exclusive to the non-Malay 
community, but extended to certain sectors of the Malay community as well. There 
was unhappiness over a range of issues, including the slow implementation of the 
national language, and the NEP and a leadership perceived as indifferent to the 
economic hardship faced by rural, mainly Malay farmers. These tensions were most 
dramatically expressed in the mass student demonstrations, which rocked local 
campuses in the mid-1970s.  While there were non-Malay student leaders and 
participants, Malay students made up the majority.  The state reacted with a “massive 
show of force” (Cheah Boon Kheng, 126) and detained several student leaders and 
lecturers under the Internal Security Act in 1974. Having quelled the demonstrations 
through repressive means, it introduced amendments to the Universities and University 
Colleges Act in 1975, which not only contained the immediate situation, but would 
also successfully subdue student activism over the next twenty years.  The period 
under study was therefore a period of great change. While the country was coming to 
terms with the riots itself, it was also faced with an environment of political change, as 
the state sought to ensure its hold on power through a reassertment of Malay 
privileges.  
 
4.3) POLICY STUDIES  
4.3 (i) Culture  
As has been noted in the previous chapter, the NCC and the resulting NCP 
were areas of conflict almost immediately.  A survey of newspaper articles from the 
period, however, indicates that the battle centred on the issue of culture, viewed in 
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Williams’ second definition of the word, to mean the way of life or system of symbols 
of a community, rather than solely on arts practice. Culture became an area of 
contestation. The battle was one between the rightful use of Malay culture as the base 
for a national culture, and the contention that a more diverse representation of culture 
was, in fact, necessary in order to unite the multi-ethnic polity.  
Even from within the state, there were conflicting statements about national 
culture. Positions by members of government ranged from those who believed that 
culture should be allowed to grow freely in an environment of cultural diversity to 
those who felt that the national culture, like the religion and language of the country, 
should be based on that of the indigenous population.  There were also more moderate 
voices from within and without the establishment, which, while supporting the 
principle of Malay cultural prominence in the NCP, also made the point that the 
realities of multiculturalism were not to be overlooked.   
To illustrate, the Straits Times on 3 November 1972, reported that UMNO’s 
Youth wing had issued a statement saying that “Malay-based national culture had long 
been decided since independence. The decision was based on the resolutions of the 
1957 Cultural Congress which were confirmed by the 1971 Cultural Congress”. In the 
same paper, Prime Minister Razak on a visit to the Ministry of Youth, Culture and 
Sports is quoted as saying that the national culture would  
take time to  evolve and cannot be imposed on the  people…[it is ] not 
necessarily Malay culture. Something to be evolved…based on a 
Malaysian way of life. But it must be native to the soil.    
Resistance to the NCP also came from the MCA, a member of the ruling 
coalition. It voiced some of the most direct and sustained objections to the NCP.  The 
president of MCA went so far as to say, “We do not believe that national culture can 
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be defined, legislated by means of regulations, or through the selective bestowing of 
official recognition upon some parties” (Straits Times, 10 August 1975).  
Disagreements over national culture between members of the state itself were 
conducted in the public space, via the press. These highly public acts can be viewed as 
a confirmation of Crouch’s analysis of the state’s use of conflicting positions as a 
means of maintaining a balance of power advantageous to the leadership. Political 
parties were dependent on the support of the ethnic communities they represented, 
often leading to competing desires and agendas between partners of the Barisan 
National itself. Politicians had to be seen, by their supporters as defending the needs of 
their ethno-political constituency, and as a result, disputes over culture were inevitably 
played out in the media.  
The more strident calls for the enforcement of Malay culture as national culture 
served to highlight the threat of what could happen. MCA's stance, on the other hand, 
enabled it to maintain some legitimacy in the eyes of the Chinese community, 
preventing them from turning to the Opposition to protect their interests. Therefore, 
what appears to be a disunited front could, in fact, have been a source of strength for 
the state. The presence of these two extremes of pressure and concession helped to 
maintain the appearance of balance, as the state was seen to be sensitive to the fears of 
both the Malay and non-Malay communities. In doing so, it also strengthened the 
impression that the state was the moderator between two communities divided by 
conflicts over cultural representation.  
 
4.3 (ii) Language and Education  
While culture was an area of some contestation, it was in the areas of language 
and education that some of the biggest changes were instituted.  The early 1970s saw  
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widespread initiatives to use Malay in government, education, culture, industry and 
society in general, as has been detailed in Chapter Three. Abdullah notes that the 
position of English as a marker of prestige and power began to slip as  the Malay 
language began to assert itself during this period. While there were conflicts over other 
languages, English became particularly vulnerable. It was a confrontation not merely 
over language, but one over power. As Pennycook attests, “the struggle for Malay 
cultural economic and political ascendancy was a struggle against Chinese and Indian 
economic power, and the language most closely connected to that power: English” 
(193).  
The intensity of feelings over the issue of language grew rather than abated 
even as the NEA’s stipulation that Malay become the medium of instruction in schools 
was enforced from 1971. The systematic schedule of change would have converted the 
medium of instruction to the national language at tertiary level only in the 1980s. The 
slow rate of reforms with regard to the national language was one of the main concerns 
of the Malay-based student movement at local universities, with student unions and  
“their various cultural and language societies” (Cheah, 125) at the forefront of the 
student demonstrations.   As Crouch notes, “In the heightened communal atmosphere 
of the 1970s, much teaching in the other universities was also converted to Malay well 
before the deadline” (160). Frustration over the issue of language was to take extreme 
dimensions, to the extent that a petition was circulated by some University of Malaya 
lecturers calling for the removal of the head of the English Department, Professor 
Lloyd Fernando in 1974 (Krishen Jit, interview, June 2003), even as student 
demonstrators agitated for the closure of the department.   
In 1974, a Cabinet Commission on Education found that the NEA had 
successfully established Malay as the national language. However, it found that this  
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had also adversely affected the level of English amongst students.  The commission 
noted that steps  were being taken to rectify this situation, “as proficiency in  English 
[and other languages] was important for the transfer of expertise from more developed 
countries, for the growth of the economy and for trade” (INTAN).  English’s utilitarian  
function was  acknowledged, and in fact supported  by the NEP’s emphasis on 
industry, which necessitated the use of English for international trade. Hence, the 
considerable changes to the landscape of language notwithstanding, English continued 
to have currency and in fact maintained its dominant position in the economic and 
industrial sectors, despite the changes instituted in line with the NEA and the NLB 
after 1969.   
 
4.3 (iii) Economy  
The NEP made itself felt in real terms by the mid-1970s, with the quota system 
altering access to employment, education, property and more. These changes were to 
have an enduring impact upon inter-ethnic relations.  While the increased bumiputra 
student intake at local universities redressed the ethnic imbalance which had favoured 
the English-educated elite previous to the riots,  “the implementation of the quota 
system for university entrance was the most important educational issue[s] causing 
Chinese indignation and alienation in the 1970s” (Crouch, 162).  
In terms of employment, the 30% bumiputra quota for businesses was at first 
solely dependent on voluntary compliance.  In 1975, however, the Industrial Co-
ordination Act was established, compelling companies to meet the 30% bumiputra 
quota in its workforce. As Andaya and Andaya note, the Act heightened the sense of 
resentment and fear amongst non-Malays towards the NEP, which came to be seen as a 
discriminatory policy (314). Other measures taken under the aegis of the NEP include 
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the quotas for government tenders, special licences and discounts on purchase of 
property for bumiputras.  Despite the fact that the state attempted to reassure the non-
Malay community that these affirmative action policies were not disadvantageous to 
them due to the continued expansion of the economy, non-Malay resentment during 
this period mounted (Andaya and Andaya, 314; Gomez and Jomo, 40).  
 There were changes in the Malay community stemming from the post-1969 
assertion of Malay political power as well. With expanded opportunities of education 
and employment via the NEP, the make-up of the community began to change. Within 
the Malay community alone, the middle class expanded from 13% in 1970 to 27% in 
1990 (Andaya and Andaya, 315). As the beneficiaries of the NEP, the  Malay 
community’s opportunity for social mobility increased as never before. However, the 
social upheaval came at a price. Crouch notes that “the rapid economic growth of the 
1970s and 1980s brought about a major transformation of the Malaysian class 
structure, while the NEP transformed its communal composition” (188).  Malays from 
the rural areas were drawn to the cities, leading to a sense of dislocation.  This new 
social class was drawn to Islam as a marker of communal status and as a means of 
coping with the social and economic changes experienced in the NEP era (Zainah, 60-
76; Nagata, 99-100). Scholars such as Nagata, Zainah and Shamsul have also 
demonstrated that the increased visibility and influence of Islam in society was 
influenced by the nascent fundamentalist movement in the Middle East and fuelled by 
the social and economic changes of Malaysia during this period. 
 
4.4) INTERPOLICY RELATIONSHIP 
The NEP’s goal of broadening the economic opportunities of the Malay 
community led to the institution of quotas in both the economic, and the educational 
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sectors. The imperative of expanding the overall economy in order to minimise the 
impact of the NEP on the non-Malay community was also a factor in the continued  
importance of the English language, the enforcement of the national language 
notwithstanding.   
 Furthermore, the role of the NEP, albeit indirect, in the revival of Islam had an 
impact on the NCP. The relationship between the growing prominence of Islam and a 
narrow reading of the firts principle of the NCP was to become an increasingly 
important factor in the interpretation and implementation of the policy. The NEP also 
influenced the manner in which the NCP was implemented. Although the NEP in 
principle was also designed to protect non-Malay interests, it nonetheless contributed 
to a sense of disadvantage and marginalisation amongst the non-Malay. In this 
environment, there was less inclination to embrace the NCP, which was viewed not so 
much as a tool for nation building, as for the  privileging of Malay culture.   
 Having identified the main areas of cross policy influence, we now turn our 
attention to the relationship between the socio-political context and the cross-policy 
relationship which influenced the understanding of the policies under study, and the 
way that these highly specific readings translated into actions in the field of theatre 
practice.   
 
4.5) ACTION  
4.5 (i) Restructuring of the Ministry of Culture, Youth and Sports 
After the NCC, the Ministry of Culture, Youth and Sports was restructured into 
three new units to better implement the new cultural policy. A training section and a 
production facility were created, while offices were established at district and state 
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levels (Abdullah Nawi, 8-10).  A research unit was formed and given the task of 
reviving traditional art forms. It conducted research as a means of forming a body of 
knowledge and documentation “of bumiputra culture” in collaboration with academics 
and cultural practitioners (Abdullah Nawi, 9). In the years following the NCP, there 
were concerted efforts to revive traditional performances such as boria, bangsawan, 
and joget gamelan.  For instance, in 1975, the government announced that it had made 
over 4000 recordings of traditional music such as dondang sayang and mak yong 
(Malay Mail, 3 January 1975). The Training Unit of the ministry was established to 
train people in dance, music and theatre performance at state and district level 
branches (KKBS, 1976). As with the research unit, forms designated as Malay-Muslim 
such as inang, joget, zapin, dondang saying  and ghazal, were approved, while art 
practices of non-Malay bumiputra groups such as the communities of  Sabah and 
Sarawak were also included (Ismail Zain, 1989:12).   
Overwhelmingly though, it was Malay culture that was at the centre of the 
state's efforts to develop a national culture. At times, this entailed a refashioning of an 
art form into an essentialist depiction of Malayness. Tan Sooi Beng makes a 
convincing case for what she terms the “Malayisation of bangsawan” in the 1970s 
(Tan, 1993: 178). In its heyday in the 1920s and 1930s, bangsawan featured a multi-
ethnic cast of musicians and actors, while its repertoire was drawn from Malay,   
Chinese, Indian and Western stories.  It fell into decline during the Japanese 
Occupation, and by the 1970s, there were few troupes in existence (Tan, 1993: 166-
175). In 1977, the Ministry of Culture organised a workshop where it was decided that 
bangsawan  “manifested the culture of the Malays and a type of Malay theatre” 
(KKBS, 1977: 2). However, as Tan notes, the elevation of bangsawan to the status of 
national culture required that it  undergo “national cultural streamlining based on the 
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1971 NCP, which in practice meant Malayisation” (Tan, 1993: 179). The culturally 
diverse characteristic of bangsawan was changed, as only Malay-based stories were 
promoted in keeping with the principles of the NCP (Tan, 1993: 177-180).  
 The third unit, the National Cultural Complex, was established as a production 
facility and became the main producer of Malay plays by the 1980s. The entry of the 
state into theatre had a powerful effect. From the production standpoint, it brought an 
influx of funds as never before. While there had never been any systematic grant 
system for theatre either in English or in Malay previous to the NCC, Malay-language 
theatre, now positioned within the confines of what was national culture, received 
substantial funding from the state. In 1972, the ministry gave RM10,000 towards 
Usman Awang’s Uda dan Dara. It was the largest grant awarded to a theatre 
production, and in awarding it, the minister announced that it would continue to fund 
productions which were “in Bahasa Malaysia and reflect[ed] the national culture”(ST, 
3 Nov 1972).  Productions in English, or other languages, were therefore not eligible 
for any state funding. The ministry did, however, make an effort to draw more non-
Malay participation in its programmes. In 1975, it instructed its state offices to accept 
at least 40% non-Malay participants in its dance courses, as it did not want it to be 
dominated by Malays, but the response was weak (Malay Mail, 4 February 1975). 
 The overwhelmingly Malay character of the new culture made it difficult for 
the other communities, each locked into its own communalism, to accept the state’s 
prescription for national culture. In his examination of language policies in Malaysia, 
Pennycook found that after 1969, “a new orientation emerged which drew the question 
of national culture into the centre of Malaysian politics, and started to equate 
Malaysian culture with Malay culture” (193).  
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In response, the different non-Malay communities began to reassert their 
distinct identity via their language, religion and culture.  For example, there was an 
increase in expressions of Chinese performing arts such as Chinese opera after 1969, 
with performances playing to an exclusively Chinese audience. Tan Sooi Beng 
attributes this trend to the perception that Chinese culture was under threat as a result 
of the pro-bumiputra policies of the NEP, causing members of the Chinese community 
to rally round forms they had in fact begun to neglect in the early years of 
independence (200: 328-9). It appeared that while the NCP was proposed and 
promoted as a unifying principle, its political agenda elicited reciprocal responses of 
ethnic entrenchment in the other communities.   
 
4.5 (ii) Language Specificity  
The ministry’s Dance and Drama Fest, established in October 1968, had by the 
mid-1970s, become a major event in the theatrical calendar. In 1975, the budget for the 
annual Dance and Drama Competitions was RM83,000, and over 10,000 people from 
234  drama and 188 dance groups took part in the nationwide competition (Malay 
Mail, 4 September 1975). A majority of the plays presented were original works, 
which boosted the growth of locally written plays. Because the competition was only 
open to plays in the national language, English-language theatre practitioners, many of 
whom did not have a firm grasp of Malay, were left out, and the number of locally 
written plays in English dwindled as the 1970s came to a close.  
In 1971, a Hadiah Sastera (Literature Prize) was established by DBP, the 
national institute set up to promote the Malay language and literature. In the first year 
of competition, over 1,275 poems and four drama scripts were submitted for 
competition (Straits Times, 15 April 1972).  The Hadiah Sastera was only awarded to 
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works written in Malay.  The Hadiah Sastera for Drama16 was a prestigious 
playwriting prize, for it brought national recognition of the writer's contribution to the 
development of Malaysian culture. In 1973, the ministry launched a national-level 
script-writing course which drew forty-three writers. This increased the pool of writers 
in Malay and further reinforced the value of Malay theatre practice (Straits Times, 17 
April 1973).  
The role of playwriting competitions in encouraging new works cannot be 
underestimated. As noted earlier, the MATG’s playwright competition, which was 
bilingual, had enlarged the body of locally written plays. It is also noteworthy that two 
of the main playwrights of the late-1960s, Edward Dorall and Patrick Yeoh, were 
prize-winners. In effect, the presence of state supported awards and competitions threw 
into sharp relief the lowered status of English-language writers within the scope of 
what was Malaysian culture.   
 These changes in the ministry are indicative of its commitment to the NCP. The 
energy of the state was directed towards building up Malay arts and culture. However, 
while the ministry machinery and funds were overwhelmingly in support of the NCP,  
the ministry appeared to be sensitive to the fears of the non-Malay community. It 
established an Advisory Council for Culture to advise the ministry on the 
implementation of the NCP. The council was formed to reassure the public that the 
NCP would not be forced upon the non-Malay community (Abdullah Nawi, 3). Its 
twenty-five members were appointed by the Minister and were drawn from the various 
ethnic communities17. Even if there was little change brought about by the presence of 
                                                 
16 In 1974, the prizes were awarded for a body of work rather than for a specific play, novel or drama. Between 1977 and 1981 though, the awards lapsed, and 
were only re-launched in 1982/82 as Hadiah Sastera Malaysia. 
17 Of the twenty-four members, six were ethnic Chinese, four were ethnic Indians, one was non-Malay bumiputra from Sarawak, and the remaining fourteen 
were Malays (Nawi, 30). 
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the Council, its establishment gave the appearance of compromise based on 
negotiations surrounding the implementation of the NCP.  
 
4.6) EFFECT ON THEATRE PRACTICE  
4.6 (i) Productions  
Despite the pressures upon the English language under the NLB and the NEA, 
and the promotion of Malay culture advanced by the NCP, theatre practice in English 
continued to grow in the 1970s. Between 1970 and 1979, there were approximately 
108 English language productions, of which twenty-seven featured locally written 
plays. There were thirteen productions staged either in Malay or English but with 
elements of Malay language and culture included, by companies that were commonly 
viewed as English-language based. Of the total number of plays staged during this 
period, thirteen plays were locally written plays written in English between 1970 and 
1979. This number was boosted by the Malaysian Drama Council's Second Drama 
Festival in which over half of the twenty-four productions staged were locally written 
plays in English or Malay (Malay Mail, 23 July 1970).  Sixty-nine of the plays staged 
during this period were Western in origin, while eleven plays were drawn from either 
Asian or African sources.  
The Western repertoire clearly held strong. There were groups, such as the 
Selangor Philharmonic Society, Liberal Arts Society and the Klang Theatre Workshop 
which continued to stage popular comedies, musicals and Western plays throughout 
this period. Names which peppered the 1970s included Chekov, Shaw, Shakespeare, 
Miller and Brecht.  These works, in fact, dominated English-language theatre practice 
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in the 1970s. Their continued growth appeared to validate the criticism that English-
language practitioners were still dependent upon Western theatre.  
 
4.6 (ii) From the Centre to the Margin  
 A recurring theme during interviews with some of the main English-language 
practitioners of this period, including Krishen Jit, Chin San Sooi, Mano Maniam, Thor 
Kah Hoong and Kee Thuan Chye, was that of the impact of the wider socio-political 
atmosphere upon their practice. These practitioners expressed a growing sense of 
marginalisation, as their main location of practice was affected by the combined force 
of the NLB, NEA, NCP and the NEP.  
To illustrate, the English Department of the University of Malaya, through the 
Literary and Dramatic Association (LIDRA), was one of the centre points of the 
promotion of theatre in English. It was formed in 1960 with a double bill, The Waters 
of the Lethe and Antigone, directed by then students of the department, Krishen Jit and 
Tan Jin Chor  (LIDRA, Waiting For Godot, programme, 1965). Throughout the 1960s 
and into the 1970s, LIDRA staged productions on a more or less yearly basis (ref 
Appendix A). However, the increasingly hostile atmosphere against the department in 
the 1970s contributed towards the decline of LIDRA, and by the 1980s, it had ceased 
to be an active player in the English-language theatre scene.   
Having enjoyed a certain prestige and elitism by nature of its location in the 
upper echelon of society, and the Euro-centricism still evident in the ex-colony, the 
practice was suddenly placed outside the circle of desirability in the eyes of the 
authorities for these very same qualities.  
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4.6 (iii) Language of Practice 
An important fact often overlooked is that the paper on theatre presented at the 
NCC identified not only language of performance, but also thematic concerns, forms 
and context (as in social class) in its criticism of existing forms of theatre. However, 
set against the changing fortunes of the English language in the 1970s, the main thrust 
of “Our Theatre … Where are Your Roots?” was reduced to a one-dimensional issue 
of language of performance. We have seen that despite the NLP and NEA, English, 
due to its importance as the international language of commerce, was not totally 
sidelined. However, the use of the English language in theatre was not validated by the 
argument of economic necessity, and consequently, had very little to offer in its 
defense. It is not surprising therefore that this period was marked by a concerted effort 
to use the national language in previously English-language theatre practice.  
Following the riots, MATG actor Rahim Razali made an unequivocal shift to 
performing in Malay and its president, Syed Alwi, switched from writing plays in 
English to Malay.  Through the joint efforts of Syed Alwi, and producer Krishen Jit, 
English-language actors crossed into Malay-language plays such as Syed Alwi’s Alang 
Rentak Seribu (Alang of a Thousand Beats)  (1974) and Tok Perak (1975).  
In 1970, Lee Joo For, perhaps the most prolific writer of English plays at the 
end of the 1960s, staged his first play in Malay, Di Bayangan-Bayangan Telok Anson 
(In the shadows of Teluk Anson). In 1974, one of the most active theatre groups, the 
Kuala Lumpur Theatre Club (KLTC), passed from expatriate to local control. The new 
leadership began by staging Aristophanes’ The Birds (1974) in a Malaysian setting, 
followed by a production of William Gibson’s The Miracle Worker (1974) in Malay 
and Tak Pernah Terlalu Lambat (Its Never Too Late) in 1975. Vijaya Samarawickram, 
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one of the stalwarts of the KLTC, made his debut in directing in Malay with 
Indonesian Ariffin Noer's Kapai-Kapai in 1977.  
 Prior to the riots, English-language practitioners had never considered it necessary 
to perform in Malay as the use of English to construct a local practice had gone 
unchallenged. The implicit equation of language and nationalism motivated the entry 
by these practitioners into Malay-language theatre after 1969, and further contributed 
to the decline in the writing of local plays in English in the late 1970s.  
  However, there were obstacles to a complete shift in the language of practice. 
Despite their commitment towards participating in Malay-language theatre, the 
majority of non-Malays were disadvantaged by their educational background. Actors 
were not sufficiently proficient in Malay. In addition, there were few opportunities for 
them to develop a practice in Malay because, as Krishen Jit points out, there were few 
non-Malay parts in Malay-language plays (New Sunday Times, 25 November 1979). 
Furthermore, only a small number of playwrights were so well versed in Malay as to 
be able to write plays in it. In fact, during this period, besides Syed Alwi, whose 
mother tongue was Malay, the only other identifiably “English” writer who wrote 
plays in Malay was the aforementioned Lee Joo For with Di Bayangan-Bayangan 
Telok Anson. Vijaya admitted that English-language theatre practitioners were in a 
period of transition. He explained that,  
The English-language theatre in this country functions only to train enough 
people in theatre discipline and techniques. From the generation started, in say, 
1970, our children will be more fluent in Bahasa Malaysia and will better 
understand how it feels to be truly Malaysian…They will feel most 
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comfortable in Bahasa Malaysia just as we who were taught in English feel 
most comfortable in English (Sunday Mail, 20 April 1975). 
With the reality of a divisive education system dating to the early 1900s, the language 
criterion became an agent of exclusion for the generation of practitioners schooled in 
the English language. The historical context of education and language policies were 
therefore a deterrent to the enforcement and acceptance of the NCP. This limited the 
development of cross-ethnic involvement in Malay-language theatre, thereby 
entrenching divisions even more in the already fragmented theatre practice.  
 
4.6 (iv) Locally Written Plays in English  
Of the plays produced in the ten-year period under study, fourteen were locally 
written English-language plays. Out of this, however, Patrick Yeoh's The Need To Be 
(1970) was in fact the winner of the MATG Playwriting Competition held in 1969, 
while Lee Joo For’s two plays When the Sun Sits on the Branches of that Jambu Tree 
(LIDRA, 1978) and The Propitious Kidnapping of the Cultured Daughter (USM, 
Penang, 1978) were written after he had emigrated to Australia. Following the slew of 
locally written plays in English in the late 1960s and early 1970s, there was a serious 
decline in the number of locally written plays in English by the mid-1970s. Two 
prominent playwrights of the 1960s, Edward Dorall and Patrick Yeoh, had stopped 
writing by the late 1970s. This decline coincided with the fact that by the late 1970s, 
the issues of language, culture and education had become even more vexed. Although 
these policies affected the other ethno-linguistic communities, it was, as Pennycook 
notes, English that was the Other in the struggle over language and education and “the 
struggle for the ascendancy of Malay politics, language and culture had to be directed 
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against the language that operated to convey social and economic power: English” 
(195). 
 As Vijaya’s comments make clear, for almost all the early practitioners, 
English was not only the language they chose to write in, it was also their main 
language of communication, regardless of their ethnic background. Vijaya, however, 
equated being “truly Malaysian” with having fluency in Bahasa Malaysia.  The 
association between choice of language and nationality is telling. It indicates a sense 
of displacement amongst practitioners of Vijaya’s generation, who found themselves 
relegated to the margins, and their practice de-legitimised.  
 The growing assertment of the Malay language affected them in multiple, and 
at times, highly personal ways. Prof. Lloyd Fernando eventually left the University of 
Malaya and the teaching of English (although he continued to write creatively in 
English), to study law, as a result of the increasingly hostile environment towards 
English at UM. Then an undergraduate at the English Department of the University of 
Malaya in the early 1970s, Thor Kah Hoong remembers vividly the sign outside the 
English Department being vandalised by students agitating for the cause of the 
national language.  Encounters with the more chauvinistic elements of national 
language advocates led to a deep sense of marginalisation in many practitioners, as 
their practice was no longer seen as contributing towards a repository of culture for a 
new country, but the practices of an elite, colonised minority.  
 
4.6 (v) Explorations in Form  
  Although there were, and continued to be, productions in Malay produced by 
the English-language theatre community, the backdrop of increased political and social 
tensions brought about a discernible shift away from simply replacing English with 
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Malay on stage. Pennycook has shown how the entrenchment of racial divides after 
1969 led the non-Malay to view language policies as Malay rather than Malaysian 
(199). This would explain in part why the energies directed at accommodating the 
national language in performance had, by the end of the 1970s, dissipated. Against this 
backdrop, some practitioners were moved to negotiate the thorny issue of language and 
to reconstruct a “foreign” theatre practice upon indigenous forms creatively.  Tone 
Burlin, a Belgian director lecturing at Universiti Sains Malaysia in Penang, was among 
the first to explore different realms of possibility through his play, Naga-Naga di 
Mana Kau? Naga-Naga Siapa Kau? (Dragon, Where are you? Dragon, Who are 
you?) (1973). The play incorporated traditional theatre techniques in an experimental, 
devised setting. In a similar vein, Chin San Sooi, an English-language theatre director 
formed a wayang kulit group, Kelana Phoenix in 1976. The group performed a wayang 
in 1977, in a double bill with San Sooi's contemporary version of the Chinese opera 
Lady White Snake. Such works were rooted in reinterpretations of traditional texts, 
forms and/or language. A transformation was slowly occurring, as theatre practitioners 
began to develop new forms, which drew from ritual and traditional theatre from the 
region in their search for a new theatre vocabulary.  Malay-language theatre 
practitioners had already begun to explore these forms in the aftermath of the riots, 
although for quite different reasons. Their efforts were a means of   “reinforc[ing] 
Malay culture, [and] to give it a dynamic contemporary meaning and image”(Nanney, 
145). For artists who had been marginalised by a narrow reading of the NCP, the use 
of traditional or indigenous forms was perhaps a way of creatively redefining or 
reclaiming the first principle of the NCP by drawing from the rich heritage of the 
region as stipulated in the NCP rather than with the identification of only Malay 
culture.    
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 There also evolved what Margaret Yong calls “the theatre of gestures”, which 
shifted the emphasis from a logo-centric form of theatre towards more stylised 
techniques (239). To some degree, this evolutionary form offered a measure of shelter 
from the all-important issue of language of performance to practitioners marginalised 
by their historical association with the English language, and trapped by their inability 
to employ the Malay language with confidence on stage.  
 
4.6 (vi) Post-colonial Solidarity 
 Parallel to the decline in locally written plays in English, there appeared to be a 
burgeoning interest in plays from Asian and African countries.  Phoenix 61 was at the 
forefront of this move away from the Western canon towards Asia and Africa for 
material.  Thor Kah Hoong, one of its co-founders, explained that while he was not 
able or prepared to switch from English to Malay language in theatre, he did feel that 
he could be part of the advance guard that turned away from Western theatre towards a 
post-colonial theatre practice (Interview, May 2001).   
 This shift was part of a worldwide movement against the Western canon, in 
favour of writings from the periphery.  In Malaysia however, the staging of non-
Western plays was also a response to accusations of Euro-centrism levelled against 
theatre in English in the NCP. Works by non-Western writers also helped fill the 
vacuum left by the declining number of locally written plays.  
 In 1976, Phoenix 61 staged the first African/post-colonial play, Gabana Bendu, 
by Pat Amadu Maddy.  Caught between a colonial past and a present unwilling to 
accept it in Malaysia, theatre in English tried to locate itself within the larger context 
of Asian theatre practice. Gilbert and Tompkins' study of post-colonial drama suggests 
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the presence of a deeper affinity between English-language theatre and the post-
colonial discourse. They describe how “internal colonialism” occurred in countries 
with heterogeneous societies, in which the dominant culture/ethnic groups often 
practices a form of “neo-colonialism” (256).  
 While Western plays formed the majority in the total number of plays staged in 
the decade, a comparison between the start and end of the 1970s offers an alternative 
reading. In 1970, nineteen of the total of thirty plays staged were Western in origin, 
while nine were Malaysian, and two were Asian or African. By 1979, only three plays 
staged were Western dramas while three were Malaysian and five Asian or African in 
origin. Theatre practitioners appeared to embrace the discourse of the marginalised 
found in early post-colonial dramas as a means of validating a practice which was 
identified as being “Western” in the NCP. 
 
4.6 (vii) Funding 
 For all the changes to the ministry and the resulting disenfranchisement of theatre 
in English under the policies, there were few changes in terms of funding and audience 
support in actual terms. Admittedly, in comparison to Malay theatre, English-language 
theatre was the poorer under the NCP as it did not enjoy state funding. Bearing in 
mind, however, that prior to the NCP, there were no state-funding structures for theatre 
in any language to begin with, from a practical point of view, the status quo remained 
for theatre in English.  
 There remained considerable support from multinational companies for plays 
staged in English and companies such as Dunhill, Esso, Shell, Dunlop, Chartered Bank 
and Nestlè were regular sponsors.  There are several explanations for this. Firstly, the 
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language of performance was the main language of international trade, and the 
language that these companies operated in. Secondly, the fact that the plays staged 
were largely well-known Western plays had currency with such organisations, which 
in the 1970s still remained in the control of expatriates. Thirdly, the fact remained that 
the English theatre audience, while small, was drawn from the upper and middle 
classes, and therefore represented power, prestige and influence--important 
considerations for companies looking to build their brands.  
A further source of sustainability was box office. There was an increase in 
ticket prices from an average of 50 sen to RM1 in the 1960s, up to RM5 in the 1970s.  
Although there are insufficient records to give a precise picture of the duration of each 
season, incidental evidence in the form of press clippings and theatre programmes 
indicate that plays were held for between three and five days on average. Given these 
figures, it is clear there was not much money to be made from theatre18. However, 
taking into consideration that tickets to Malay-language productions organised by the 
ministry charged even lower ticket prices or were often free, the increase in ticket 
prices for plays produced by English-language groups indicates some measure of 
financial growth in theatre practice.  
 
4.6 (viii) Audience Base 
The fact that theatre in English continued to survive implies the existence of a  
public, and one willing and able to sustain the rise in price.  Therefore, despite the 
policies in place, English-language theatre did not appear to suffer any serious 
disadvantage in terms of its audience base.  There are insufficient records to say 
conclusively why, despite the fact that theatre in English was displaced from the centre 
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towards the margins, it maintained its popularity. However, the Chinese community’s 
re-assertion of its own cultural and artistic expressions in the fact of the ascendancy of 
Malay language, culture and political power may offer an insight to this phenomenon.  
As has been observed, theatre in English drew its support from a small urban-based, 
multi-ethnic middle-class elite, whose privileged position was sustained, in part, 
through the value of English in the wider socio-economic and political context. As the 
effects of the nationalisation of the education system and language of administration 
continued, their position too began to alter. As with the growth of interests in Indian 
and Chinese culture amongst the respective communities, in response to the state’s 
assertion of Malay political, cultural and linguistic supremacy, one can infer a similar 
motivation behind the sustained interests in theatre in English by members of the 
English-speaking minority. The difference is that the response was not based on ethnic 
solidarity, as in the case of the Chinese community, but on class solidarity, reflecting 
the unique position of the English-language theatre constituency in Malaysia.   
 
4.7) CONCLUSION   
In the decade following the riots, the urgencies of the policies led, either directly 
or indirectly to the heightening conflicts over culture. The policies redirected the focus 
of the Ministry of Culture, Youth and Sports, affected the position of the English 
language in education and in wider society, altered access to tertiary education, linked 
religion to arts practice formally and further strained inter-ethnic relations.  
 While it is difficult to measure the impact the policies upon practice without 
becoming overly deterministic, some of the shifts in practice bear the imprint of the 
                                                                                                                                             
18 After Lela Mayang, K. Das  said wryly that they had made a profit of RM10.  
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post-1969 policies. These include the introduction of African and Asian plays, the 
decline in locally written plays, the short-lived explorations in Malay-language theatre 
by some English-language theatre practitioners, and the experimentations in form, 
including the use of traditional indigenous techniques.  
 Of greater import however is the fact that while the four policies each in 
different ways contributed towards the marginalisation of English as a language, and 
the NCP placed theatre in English outside the centre, the practice of English-language 
theatre persevered, and indeed, continued to grow in terms of number of productions, 
ticket prices and audience base.  
 There are a number of reasons for the growth in English-language theatre, 
despite the seemingly unconducive environment in the 1970s. First, the ethno-political 
construction of the state prevented it from stringently enforcing the NCP, as the policy 
continued to pose challenges for the different partners in the ruling coalition.  Second, 
while English experienced a loss of power and position following the enforcement of 
the NLB under the post-1969 policy changes language, it was certainly never subject 
to active oppression. English, as the language of international trade, still retained an 
importance in the country, particularly as the expansion of the economy was a key 
element in the NEP. Similarly, while there was little encouragement from the state 
towards theatre in English, neither was there evidence of any expressed efforts or 
measure to suppress the production of plays in English. There is no record of English- 
language plays being denied a performance permit during this period, nor were the 
hotly debated issues of “immigrant'” and national culture prevalent during this period 
directed at theatre in English.  
  This apparently paradoxical scenario of growth against a backdrop of  
discouraging policies proves that the policies under study were not totalising 
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discourses. Within the framework of permissibility and authoritarianism suggested by 
Crouch, a certain dialogic quality can be discerned, in which some of the limitations 
created by the existence of the policies were neutralised by strategies employed by the 
English-language theatre fraternity. In particular, theatre in English as a practice, 
offered a creative alternative to the state’s definition of national culture. It resonated 
with sections of the public who sought to assert forms of culture other than that 





1980 to 1989 
5.1) INTRODUCTION 
The 1980s were marked by a series of political, economic and cultural crises. 
There were open confrontations between the state and various sectors of society, which 
the state employed increasingly authoritarian measures to contain. In this chapter, we 
shall examine the effects of this stressed socio-political environment, upon the state’s 
interpretation and implementation of the policies in the 1980s.  
We have observed how the policies on language, education and the NEP 
influenced the reading of the NCP in the previous decade, and the consequence of this 
upon theatre in English. The research will seek to determine if indeed a similar cross-
policy pattern is discernible in the 1980s, and the consequences of this.  It will also 
focus on the implementation of the policies, and if and how the particular 
circumstances of the period evoked specific responses from practitioners, resulting in a 
modified practice in English-language theatre.   
 
5.2) CONTEXT  
The 1980s were an era of growing assertiveness on the international front under 
the leadership of Dr. Mahathir Mohamad, who assumed the position of Prime Minister 
in July 1981. Mahathir took on “the stance of a Third World critic of the Western 
world” (Cheah, 212). He adopted an often hostile attitude towards the West, in 
particular against the former colonial government, as evidenced in the “Buy British 
Last” campaign launched in 1982. He urged Malaysians to turn away from their 
Western bias towards Asian models. The Look East Policy was established in 1983, 
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with Japan and South Korea put forward as societies to be emulated by Malaysians for 
their “superior work ethic”. The state took on various high-profile projects, in 
partnership with Japanese and Korean companies, amongst them the building of the 
third longest bridge in the world in 1985, and the launch of the country’s first car, the 
Proton Saga, that same year, all aimed at raising the profile of the country. These 
achievements gave rise to a “fierce spirit of patriotism…and hostility towards foreign 
powers, especially towards the former colonial master, Britain” (Cheah, 206).  
A further key element was the revivalist Islam of the 1970s, which, in this 
decade grew, and developed a more complex role in the political landscape of the 
country. Shanti Nair in Islam in Malaysian Foreign Policy notes that in the 1970s, the 
state’s “commitment to Islam and dakwah  remained primarily symbolic” but by the 
early 1980s, the response was “forced to go beyond the rhetoric” (33). The opposition 
party, PAS, with its Islamic credentials, had benefited from the revivalist movement, 
and between 1978 and 1982, was able to revitalise its membership by drawing on the 
NEP-created young, university-educated Malays who had been exposed to the dakwah 
movement as students (Nair, 32). The growing Islamist movement and its 
enhancement of PAS’s political influence, was “uppermost in Dr. Mahathir’s political 
agenda when he took office in 1981” (Loh and Khoo, 81). In 1982, Mahathir drew 
Anwar Ibrahim, the charismatic and influential leader of the Malaysian Muslim Youth 
Movement (ABIM) into UMNO. Anwar brought with him the support of ABIM, 
which had, in the preceding years, been one of the most vocal critics of the 
government’s lack of commitment towards Islam.  In a further attempt to dilute the 
gains made by PAS’s Islamist credentials, the Mahathir government launched an 
Islamist policy in 1983, which sought to inculcate Islamic values in every level of the 
administration. These steps were part of a strategic attempt to co-opt the revivalist 
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movement into a more controlled, state-directed form, and to deny PAS political 
mileage through its assumption of the moral Islamic high ground.    
It was however, the increasingly authoritarian measures employed by the state 
from the mid-1980s onwards that were to become emblematic of this period. 
Challenges against the state rose from the Opposition, particularly over issues of 
culture and education. A severe economic recession from 1985 to 1987 further 
heightened ethnic issues, as “each ethnic group felt insecure and tended to see other 
groups as the cause of its difficulties” (Crouch, 107). However, one of the biggest 
challenges to the power of the Mahathir government was to come from within UMNO 
itself. The controlling party of the ruling coalition faced its most serious internal threat 
when the party leadership, held by Mahathir, was challenged by a faction of Umno 
referred to as Team B. Although Mahathir survived the challenge by a slim majority of 
51%, Team B initiated a court case which resulted in UMNO being declared an illegal 
party. Mahathir formed UMNO Baru (New UMNO) while the splinter group of Team 
B formed a new party, Semangat 46, in 1988. 
In response to this convergence of political, social and economic factors which 
threatened its position, the state instituted a series of measures which had the combined 
effect of narrowing the democratic space. In October 1987, the government launched 
Operation Lalang, during which over a hundred people, from education and language 
activists, religious leaders, trade unionists, members of Barisan National as well as the 
Opposition, theatre practitioners and more were detained under the Internal Security 
Act. Legislation such as the Official Secrets Act, the repression of the media, including 
the temporary closure of two national newspapers during Operation Lalang, challenges 
to the independence of the judiciary, culminating in the removal of the Lord President 
in 1988, a rise in censorship and controls of the mass media and the entertainment 
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industry and the 1987 Amendment to the Police Act of 1967 tightening conditions for 
public gatherings were among other key indicators of the level of authoritarianism 
present in the decade.   
 
5.3) POLICY STUDIES  
5.3 (i) Culture  
5.3 (i) A. Cultural Contestation 
Kua Kia Soong, in his book Malaysian Cultural Policy and Democracy, notes 
that in the government’s White Paper on Operation Lalang, the politicising of culture 
and language were cited as one of the reasons behind the arrests (1990, 2), and indeed, 
the issue of culture became openly political in the 1980s, as the effects of the NCP 
were being felt more strongly in this decade.  
In 1981, the Ministry of Culture, Youth and Sports called for a ten-year review 
of the NCP. The ministry’s intent was to review and possibly reform the enforcement 
of the policy, not to modify the principles, as made clear by the statement made by 
Mokhtar Hashim, the Minister of Culture, Youth and Sports: “Our problem is not with 
the NCP but with the implementation of it” (New Straits Times, 17 June 1982).   
The cultural arena was already fraught, particularly between the state and the 
Chinese community, precipitated by a statement from the Minister of Home Affairs in 
1979 that the Chinese lion dance19 was not compatible with the NCP (The Straits 
Times, 20 May 1979). As the second largest ethnic group, and an important political 
partner within the Barisan National,  the Chinese had a strong political position 
compared to the other minority communities in the country. They were able to use  
                                                 
19 Controversy erupted following allegations that the police would not issue permits for lion dances to be performed. As an integral part of the  Chinese New 
Year celebrations, this ban caused an uproar in the Chinese community, fuelled by contradictory statements by the authorities.  
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existing community as well as political organisations to voice their dissatisfaction. As 
in the previous decade, criticism against the state’s policy on national culture cut 
across the political spectrum. In November 1982, Mr Chan Teck Chan, chairman of the 
Malaysian Chinese Association (MCA) Central Working Committee, went so far as to 
question the validity of the NCP because “the National Cultural Congress itself could 
not be considered authentic or representative of every sector of the community” (The 
Star, 21 November 1982). As has been noted earlier, in a political system structured 
along ethnic groups, the NCP addressed a distinctly political imperative, and the 
MCA’s survival was linked to its ability to win the support of the Chinese community. 
This support became increasingly conditional on the issue of culture, as the 
contestations over the limits to national culture imposed by the state grew. Given the 
notions of group identity embedded in expressions of culture and arts practice, the 
battle over the nature of  “national” culture was particularly uncompromising. The 
high political stakes over the issue of culture were made clear during a by-election, as 
observed in a regional magazine report :  
The NCP was the main issue at the crucial Perak state Assembly Seat, 
Kepayang by-election, with the July decision by the government to 
disallow lion dances in public…the DAP20 romped home…with a 
majority 9,000 over the MCA. The upset caused jitters in the MCA 
camp which was immediately forced to take a harder line on the culture 
controversy. (Asiaweek, 7 January 1982) 
The ministry’s call for a review in 1981 gave the Chinese and Indian 
communities the opportunity to formally respond and register their dissatisfaction over  
                                                 
20 Democratic Action Party, an  opposition party. 
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the NCP. A Chinese Cultural Congress was organised in 1983, followed by the Indian 
Cultural Congress in 1984. At these separate congresses, each community presented its 
case for a more pluralistic approach to national culture (Kua, 1990). Significantly 
though, both these congresses were still tied to an ethnicised framework, and were 
therefore not credible alternatives of a more inclusive view of national culture. In 
response to the challenges directed at the NCP by various non-Malay groups, the 
Minister of Culture, Youth and Sports declared that “the status of the national culture 
is the same as the Islamic religion which is the official religion in the country. This 
means that the policy of national culture cannot be raised” (“National Culture Issue is 
Closed”, New Straits Times, 30 July 1983).  
Thus it appeared that the stated purpose of the NCP as a tool of nation building 
was replaced by the idea that it both reflected and reinforced Malay political power in 
a more open way during the period. The NCP was unable to conceal its political 
function. As national culture became a site of open contestations, the interpretation of 
“indigenous inhabitants of the region” in the first principle, began to taken on 
exclusively Malay characteristics.  At the core of the interpretation of the NCP was the 
essentialising of Malay culture into a homogeneous, “natural” phenomenon. Wan 
Zawawi, in a paper entitled “Anthropologising with ‘National Culture’”, addressed his 
criticism to the fact that although the NCP was based on the culture of a geographical 
and cultural area historically charactericised by its “interactive multiculturalism”, in 
practice, culture was presented as “essentialist and reified”, and increasingly, 
associated with Malay culture rather than with a more diverse practice than the 
reference to “region” might imply (pg n/a).  
Non-Malay dissatisfaction with the imposition of what was viewed as Malay-
Muslim cultural elements mounted. Commenting on the protests by non-Malay groups 
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against the use of the Jawi script on road signs, the New Straits Times observed that 
“non-Muslims…feel that their rights are being slowly but surely eroded. They feel that 
their sentiments are never taken into consideration…when policies affecting the public 
are enforced” (New Straits Times, 19 June 1986). A corollary to this distrust of the 
state was a growing assertion of non-Malay markers of identity, most significant of 
which was the rise of mother-tongue education amongst the Chinese and Indian 
communities, which we will come to shortly.  
It is necessary here to note that within the context of the NCP, the debates 
during this period appeared to focus on cultural practices such as the Chinese lion 
dance, or the promotion of Malay folk dances over those of the other ethnic groups, 
rather than in the area of the creative arts.  In support of this view is the fact that in the 
debate over what was and was not national culture, arts practitioners and groups were 
conspicuously missing.  The key players were political organisations such as UMNO 
Youth, MCA Youth, Parti Socialis Malaya, youth organisations and ministers and 
politicians.  It can be inferred that arts groups did not feel that this was their battle, for 
the contestations centred on the cultural expression of competing ethnic groups rather 
than on artistic expression. Significantly, the final say about the acceptability of the 
lion dance was not with the Minister of Culture, but with the Home Affairs Minister 
(Asiaweek, 7 January 1983), justifying the view that the real battle was a political one, 
in which culture was tied to ethnic identity. 
 
5.3 (i) B. The Islam Principle  
Speaking at a Theatre Seminar held in conjunction with the 25 Year 
Retrospective of Drama organised by the Malay Studies Department of UM in 1979, 
Krishen Jit noted “the impending polemics between the advocates for an Islamic 
 93
and…‘secular theatre’” (1984: 144).  Indeed, the resurgence of Islam in the late 1970s 
had already begun to modify the reading of the third principle of the NCP, (which gave 
Islam the veto power over national culture). This rising conservatism was a 
contributing factor to the decline of the burgeoning absurdist theatre in Malay 
movement, and the emergence of an Islamic-based theatre in the late 1970s (Krishen 
Jit, 1984).  
Under the influence of Mahathir’s Islamisation of Government policy, the 
popular resurgence of the 1970s became a visible part of the state machinery (Andaya 
and Andaya, 331). There were signals that the state’s reading of the NCP was 
governed by a closer observation of the Islamic principle. In 1983, the Minister of 
Culture Youth and Sports’ asserted “that there would be no compromise on the second 
issue--the accommodation of other cultures to the question of Islam” (“Bigger Role 
For Islam : Anwar”, The Star, 12 September 1983), thereby  empowering religion as 
the defining principle of the NCP. With a more strict interpretation of Islam, the 
parameters of what was “suitable and pertinent” became narrower.  
 
5.3 (i) C. Winds of Change  
At the start of the decade, the Ministry of Culture was in some ways under 
siege, as it dealt with the controversy initiated by the lion dance issue and made worse 
by the Ministry’s call for a review of the NCP. Despite its central position in the 
cultural debates, we have noted that, in fact, the power to chart the course of the NCP 
lay elsewhere. Furthermore, the limited resources accorded to the ministry further 
impeded the work of the Ministry of Culture in actualising the NCP. Tan Sooi Beng 
notes that under the Fifth Malaysia plan (1986-90),the Ministry of Culture’s budget 
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was 0.03% of the total development budget, and that it suffered from the lack of 
trained officers to implement its policy objectives (287).  
Towards the late 1980s, however, the ministry underwent what was to be a 
significant realignment. In 1987, its portfolio was changed to that of Culture and 
Tourism (Noorsiah), as a separate Ministry of Youth and Sports was established. The 
reconfigured Ministry of Culture and Tourism signalled the growing importance of the 
tourist industry to the economy. That same year, the ministry was allocated RM36 
million for tourism, but within a year, the amount was raised to RM100 Million 
(“Allocation for Tourism not High”, Business Times, 1 February 1988).   
The ministry began to actively use culture and art to promote the country 
overseas. Part of its marketing plan involved promoting the multi-ethnic and 
multicultural nature of the country. The imperatives of the tourism industry were to be 
felt fully in the early 1990s. It is useful here, however, to note that in its early 
endeavours to promote the multicultural composite of the country, the ministry found 
itself at odds with certain quarters which wished to maintain a narrow adherence to the 
NCP.  The conflict between the international image and internal politics of the country 
is captured in the controversy over a Tourist Development Corporation poster for 
Malaysia Fest 1987 reading “Visit Malaysia Festival 1987 to celebrate Many Cultures, 
Races and Heritages”. It was denounced as “being in conflict with the NCP” by the 
UMNO Youth Cultural Bureau chairman, who proposed a rewording to read “One 
Race, One Culture, a Varied Heritage” (“Umno Youth Object To TDC Poster”, New 





5.3 (ii) Education and Language  
Education continued to be an area of strife in the 1980s, as the changes 
introduced under the education and language policies became more entrenched. By 
1983, Malay was the medium of instruction at all school levels and in tertiary courses 
as well. Crouch, echoing the findings of Tan Sooi Beng in the arena of culture, notes 
that the increase in the number of students studying in Chinese and Tamil-medium 
schools was a result of the respective communities’ rejection of the switch to Malay as 
the medium of instruction in schools (159).  Although it was English which was 
visibly displaced within the education system, the bitterest debate centred upon 
Mandarin-language schools and the perceived government interference in the running 
of these schools by the Chinese community. In 1982, a revamping of the primary 
school curriculum was viewed by the Chinese community as downgrading Chinese 
culture (Crouch, 161). Despite the Ministry of Education’s assurances that this was not 
the intent of the new curriculum, Chinese students stayed away from schools in 
protest. A move in 1987 to teach optional courses in the Chinese and Tamil Studies 
departments in Malay instigated demonstrations at the University of Malaya, led by the 
DAP, which in turn caused a retaliatory demonstration by Malay students (Crouch, 
107). There was also mounting resentment at the cost of the affirmative action 
dynamics of the NEP upon access to local universities for non-bumiputras. With 
limited entry quotas at local universities, many families had to resort to sending their 
children to universities overseas, causing severe financial strains. 
Clearly, language and education were contentious areas in the 1980s. It was in 
1987, however, that the mounting dissatisfaction at what was seen as the denigration of 
Chinese language and education was to reach boiling point. That year, the Ministry of 
Education created a furor when it placed non-Mandarin-educated, albeit ethnic 
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Chinese headmasters, in Mandarin schools. Although the ministry explained that it had 
tried unsuccessfully to get appropriate candidates, the perception that the state was 
progressively infringing upon the rights to mother tongue education persisted. Chinese 
political leaders and educationists openly challenged the state’s decision, and true to 
the nature of politics in Malaysia, the issue degenerated into an ethnically charged 
stand-off, with the two BN coalition partners, MCA and Gerakan, crossing party lines 
and joining the DAP-led protest and boycott of schools in October 1987. In response, a 
rally was organised by UMNO Youth. As Crouch reports, banners with slogans such 
as “Close down Chinese and Tamil primary schools” and “Soak it [the Malay dagger] 
with Chinese blood” were testament to the ethnically charged atmosphere surrounding 
education and language. Shortly after, the issue was “subdued” by the detention of 
various leaders on both sides of the debate during Operation Lalang. 
 
5.3 (iii) Economy  
Economic growth continued in the first half of the 1980s, with the country 
registering 6.9% growth from 1980 to 1984 (Crouch, 222). However, in 1985, 
Malaysia was hit by a severe economic downturn, stemming from the worldwide 
recession of the early 1980s.  For the first time since independence, growth stopped; 
the economy contracted by 1%. Given that the NEP was dependent on continued 
economic expansion in order to meet its affirmative action commitment to the 
bumiputra policy, while also ensuring continued prosperity for the other communities, 
the recession presented a problem that was as much political as it was economic.  
Between 1984 and 1987 unemployment rose from 5% to 8.6% (Hilley, 62). Combined 
with the compulsory 30% bumiputra employment quota, non-Malays felt that they 
were doubly disadvantaged in the shrinking job market.  There was also resentment at 
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the way the state had expended public funds towards achieving NEP objectives, which 
led to a “major fiscal overstretch”, and was seen as a contributory factor to the 
recession (Hilley, 61).  
In response to the recession, which ended in 1987, the state instituted a series 
of reforms which included privatisation of state assets, a reversal of earlier policies to 
limit foreign investment  and a  check on public spending. From 1988 onwards, the 
economy began its most robust period of growth ever, and the political strains of the 
period began to abate.  
  
5.3 (iv) Inter- Policy Relationship 
  The interdependency between language, education and culture gained 
momentum during the early part of this period, as made explicit by the Minister of 
Culture, Youth and Sports who is reported to have said that “the most effective break-
through in the evolution of a national culture is the successful implementation of 
Bahasa Malaysia as the medium of instruction in schools” (The Star, 11 November 
1980). As the contestations over rights to vernacular education, and a more inclusive 
cultural representation heightened, the state responded by using the education system 
to enforce the NCP.  In 1984, a cultural council was established in the Ministry of 
Education to “facilitate the implementation of the NCP in schools [and to]…resolve… 
issues pertaining to the NCP” (“Schools : Cultural Council Set Up”, New Straits 
Times, 17 July 1984). Shortly after, the Director General of Education sent a circular to 
headmasters instructing that all cultural activities reflect the principles of the NCP. The 
permissible dances, music, theatre and folk games were all identifiably Malay in 
origin. The circular stated that foreign dances would be included if they conformed to 
the principles of the NCP. The absence of either Chinese or Indian cultural forms 
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implied their failure to make the grade.  Curiously, however, ballet was allowed, 
although it did not in fact conform to any of the three principles (“School Activities to 
Conform to National Culture, New Straits Times, 9 August 1984).  The inclusion of 
ballet illustrates how arbitrary the implementation of the NCP could be. It is possible 
to hypothesise that as ballet dance was not tied to any ethnic community (linked more 
to a social class instead), and therefore did not present competing interests to the intent 
of the NCP, it  was not vested with  cultural or political significance relevant to the 
highly contested area of NCP. On another level, its inclusion betrays the fact that a 
colonised mind-set, with privileged elements of western “high”culture still persisted.   
By the early 1980s, the growing discontent over the privileged position of the 
bumiputra under the NEP had fueled reservations about the exclusionary nature of the 
NCP, leading to more open challenges (Hilley, 130). The strict enforcement of the 
NEP heightened resentment at the privileging of Malay interests, and further 
entrenched the sense of difference between the ethnic groups, leading indirectly to 
fears of intensified cultural marginalisation amongst the non-Malays.  
As Muslim identity became stronger, so too the divisions between Malay and 
non-Malay now became increasingly identified as a dichotomy of Muslim and non-
Muslim. The Islamic principle was seen as a further barrier to the acceptability of non-
Malay culture into the realm of national culture.  The growth of Islamic 
fundamentalism is partly attributable to the changes wrought upon the Malay 
community by the NEP, as mentioned in the previous chapter.  Therefore, we observe 
that the policies interacted in both obvious ways, as in the case of education and 




5.4) ACTION  
Theatre in Malay, given its centrality to the NCP, continued to be the focus of 
state resources. As has been seen, Malay-language theatre enjoyed numerous 
advantages ranging from the unquantifiable--its elevated position in the NCP and the 
lionising of Malay culture as the basis of Malaysian culture--to the quantifiable, which 
took the form of its access to festivals, awards, competitions and state funding.   
The continued focus on the national language increased the infrastructure 
surrounding the writing and production of Malay plays. In addition to independent 
theatre groups, state institutions such as Dewan Bahasa dan Pustaka (DBP), City Hall 
and Komplex Budaya Negara (KBN) were amongst the main producers of Malay-
language plays. In 1987, DBP organised the Minggu Teater Ibukota (Capital Theatre 
Week) which featured traditional and modern Malay plays. Each group was paid 
between RM800 and RM2,000 to perform, and DBP is reported to have spent 
RM23,000 on the event. Plays performed in English did not receive similar support. 
When the Ministry of Culture, Youth and Sports organised the First KL Arts Festival 
in 1985, the programme included elements of Chinese and Indian culture, as well as 
traditional Malay dance and a play in Malay, Hari-Hari Terakhir Seorang Seniman 
(The Last Days of an Artist, 1985),21 but no English-language play. The Second KL 
Art Festival’s programme was said to represent the best of Malaysian art, but again, 
there was no room for theatre in English.  
The Hadiah Sastera (Literature Prize) was revived in 1982, and there were new  
drama competitions and prizes such as the Prime Minister’s Department's Islamic-
themed playwrighting competition in 1981, the Esso-National Association of  Writers 
                                                 
21 This critically acclaimed play, directed by Johan Jaffar, was invited to the Singapore Arts Festival the following year. 
 100
(GAPENA) Drama Awards launched in 1984, the Yayasan Seni and Berita Harian22  
Script Writing Competition  held in 1989, and even a National Historical Drama 
Award organised by the Malaysian Historical Society in 1989. In 1987, a private TV 
station, TV3, and the Ministry of Education initiated the nationwide Secondary School 
Drama Competition. Bahasa Malaysia was the prerequisite in all of this, effectively 
shutting out from a substantial network of funding, production facilities and prestige, 
those who continued to write in English. 
 It would not be unreasonable to expect theatre in Malay to flower in such 
conducive conditions. On the contrary, however, Malay-language theatre, had by the 
late 1980s entered a period of decline, with fewer original plays, fewer independent 
companies staging plays, and shrinking audiences, as noted by Krishen Jit in an article 
entitled “Bringing Back Malay Theatre Audiences”  (New Sunday Times, 26 August 
1983).  
It appeared that having state institutions as active producers of Malay-language 
plays was detrimental to the development of professional practice. The financial 
burden of production and administration were borne by government officers (although 
some of them were artists) with ready access to the ministry’s funds, rather than 
independent practitioners. Thus individual practitioners were less apt at cultivating 
corporate sponsors and lacked management experience in running their groups or 
staging productions. Although there were independent productions of Malay plays 
staged, a large number were produced by government-affiliated organisations such as 
KBN and DBP. Since such groups were motivated by the desire to promote Malay-
language theatre and to make theatre accessible to a wider public, often no admission 
fee was charged. While these government-initiatives helped make theatre in Malay 
                                                 
22 A Malay-language national newspaper, owned by the same company as the New Straits Times.  
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more egalitarian, they may also have hindered the growth of a paying audience, 
making theatre in the Malay language more dependent on state support. Rosmina 
Tahir, a senior officer at the National Theatre, acknowledged that the “subsidy 
mentality” generated by the NEP, made some theatre practitioners too dependent on 
state support to fund their theatre (Interview, May 2001).  
This dependency, not merely on funds from the ministry, but also on 
production expertise, left Malay-language theatre exponents especially vulnerable  
when funding was withdrawn as there were few alternate structures besides the state's 
financial and production support. This was the case when the country went into 
economic recession in the mid-1980s. Funding for the arts shrunk, leading the Minister 
of  Culture, Youth and Sports to cancel the annual theatre competition that operated on 
district, state and national levels, Pesta Theatre (Theatre Fest) in 1984. The Pesta was a 
major event in the Malay- language theatre calendar, and the ministry's actions left the 
top Malay language theatre companies in the lurch. Although some groups responded 
by organising their own state-level festivals, the event illustrates how vulnerable 
Malay language groups were to policy changes within government.  
There appeared to be a further obstacle to the growth of theatre in Malay, also 
stemming from the NCP.  Malay culture as well was subject to the Islamic factor 
detailed in the third principle, i.e. the compatibility with the principles of Islam. The 
dynamic absurdist theatre movement of the 1970s was recast as irreligious in the 
mounting piety of the 1980s, and there were a number of confrontations between 
practitioners of theatre in Malay and religious groups during this period. When a 
Malay version of Hamlet was staged at Universiti Sains Malaysia in 1980, extremists 
protested a provocative scene between Hamlet and Gertrude, and denounced Hamlet's 
most famous soliloquy as anti-religious “because it was a contemplation of suicide” 
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(Kee, “Extremist danger to Theatre”, Business Times, 8 June 1980). Grup Teater 
Elite’s staging of Usman Awang’s classic tale of love across the class divide, Uda dan 
Dara, was criticised because the male dancers were bare-chested and sexually 
suggestive in their movements (Kee, “Without Fear…?”, 7 September 1980).  
This is not to say that theatre in Malay had lost its relevance. In fact, 
playwrights such as Noordin Hassan and Syed Alwi continued to produce important 
works in Malay throughout the 1980s.  The 80’s Drama Centre, under New York-
trained Mustapha Nor (who had begun in English-language theatre's KL Theatre Club 
and worked on both the English and Malay-language stage), was an important centre 
of activity which organised training workshops and produced some of the most 
talented actors and directors of the period.  
 However, the times were changing.  In 1985, Krishen Jit made an insightful 
observation when he identified that “the future of Malaysian theatre is dependent on 
the outcome of the debate amongst Muslims…as to the legitimacy of theatre in Islam” 
(Kee, “Bleak Outlook for Theatre of the Future”, New Straits Times, 31 August 1985). 
With the state taking a position increasingly designed to dilute the moral power of the 
Islamist-based opposition, the ministry’s stance towards theatre practice changed too, 
leading Krishen Jit to contend that the Pesta Teater was disbanded on religious 
grounds, stemming from the accusation that participants engaged in immoral activity 
whilst travelling to participate in the various levels of competition (Krishen Jit, 
Interview).  
Within the arts itself, there was a diversity of views over the relationship 
between arts and Islam. There were writers who embraced the movement, and began to 
include religious themes in their work. However, there were other practitioners who 
were against the intrusion of religion into art. In late 1981, Theatre Generasi Ketiga 
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(Third Generation Theatre) was formed  “as a defence against the stultifying 
atmosphere of jeremiads overtaking contemporary Malay theatre”, (Krishen Jit, FEER, 
1983). The policy’s inability to achieve unity even within a community it ostensibly 
privileged points to the way the principles of the NCP were open-ended and subject to 
differing interpretations. 
 
5.5) EFFECT ON THEATRE PRACTICE  
5.5. (i) Productions  
Both interviews with practitioners and press articles indicate that the early 
1980s continued the decline first discerned in the late 1970s. Playwright and critic Kee 
Thuan Chye, in his round-up of the 1980 theatre scene, felt that the poorly produced 
plays staged plus the persistent miming of Western forms would continue to keep 
audiences away (Kee, “The Fire that Faded”, New Sunday Times, 4 January 1981). 
Four years later, actor and historian K.K. Nair described local theatre as “near death” 
(“A style to stay on stage”, The Star, 31 August, 1984). Between 1980 and 1989, there 
were approximately 136 plays staged entirely or substantially in English. Thirty-eight 
productions featured plays (including works by individual writers and group-devised 
ensemble work) written by Malaysians, of which twenty were original works written 
between 1980 and1989. There were nineteen either African or Asian plays staged, 
while seventy-two plays were Western in origin.  
 
5.4 (ii) Decline in Locally Written English-Language Plays 
The decline of locally written plays in English, first discerned in the mid 1970s, 
continued in the early part of the decade. Jit identifies the “doubt and confusion of the 
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national value of English” as one of the reasons for the disappearance of local plays in 
English (“Revival of English Drama in KL”, Straits Times, 22 October 1985). 
This analysis is borne out by Thor Kah Hong, who expressed his frustration 
with the fact that although his play Caught in the Middle was written by a Malaysian 
about Malaysians, employing a myriad of local language and dialects, it still did not 
qualify as a Malaysian production under the NCP because of its predominantly English 
dialogue (Interview, May 2001). This view was echoed by a number of other 
practitioners interviewed, and goes to the heart of the problem faced by local artists 
practising in the English language. The heightened atmosphere of ethnicity resulting 
from the NEP, and the more strident association of the NCP with Malay culture and 
language would have made any attempt to create a body of Malaysian English work 
futile in the eyes of some English-language playwrights. While their peers writing in 
Malay received accolades and financial support to stage plays, their own works 
remained marginalised by the problematic use of English as the main language of 
dialogue.  
In the face of the direct and indirect obstacles to Malaysian creative writing in 
English which arose out of the promotion of the national language, it was not 
surprising that plays from the Western canon continued to dominate local productions. 
There were the classics such as Shakespeare’s Twelfth Night, (Epiphany Players,1982), 
Merchant of Venice (excerpts, Maclals, 1984) and Romeo and Juliet (Liberal Arts 
Society, 1989). Plays by writers such as Tom Stoppard (Rosencrantz and 
Guildernstern are Dead, 1981), Eugene O'Neil (Long Days Journey into Night, 1984) , 
and Alex Buzo (Norm and Ahmad, 1987) made up a significant portion of the body of 
plays staged in English, as did the ever-present musicals and drawing-room comedies 
by writers such as Coward, Ackyborne, Agatha Christie and the like. The continued 
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dependency upon such works strengthened the perception that theatre in English 
remained an elite, Euro-centric practice with little relevance to those outside a small, 
English-educated elite. 
 
5.5 (iii) Post-colonial Solidarity 
There did, however, appear to be attempts to work outside the Euro-American 
framework which had dominated local theatre in English from the onset. The use of 
works by Asian and African writers, initiated by Phoenix 61’s production of Pat 
Amadu Maddy’s Gabana Bendu in 1976 became more evident during the 1980s. A 
total of ninteen productions used plays written by Japanese, Nigerian, Singaporean, 
Indonesian and other Asian/African writers in the 1980s.  
As the legitimacy of local theatre in English-language theatre continued to 
come under some strain, theatre practitioners reached for works which placed them 
well within the post-colonial, anti-western mode. This theatre trend also found an echo 
in an unusual quarter locally.  The Mahathir government’s championing of the Third 
World, and its negativity towards Britain and other Western countries, had captured 
the popular imagination, causing these works to be read as part of the Look East 
policy, even if that may not have been the initial motivation of the producers of these 
plays.  
 In 1987, Yayasan Seni (est.1982), which had previously staged lavish 
traditional-based dance dramas by choreographer Azanin Ahmad, selected a play 
written by a Japanese, Okamura  Shiko, entitled Zen Substitute, when it decided to 
stage its first English-language play. A write-up on the play entitled “Yayasan looks 
East Too” (Malay Mail, 2 September, 1987) associated the choice of play with the 
Look East policy. In a similar vein, Kami's production of Abe Kobo's Friends was 
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noted for putting local theatre on a “Look East footing” by theatre critic Tan Gim Ean 
of the New Straits Times (“Starting the Year with Friends”, New Straits Times, 31 
January 1988). While it is difficult to prove a direct causality link between the Look 
East policy and the increase in the number of non-Western plays, at the very least, the 
press reports cited appear to validate the move away from the Anglo-Saxon mould of 
theatre as being part of the government’s aspirations, lending the practice some veneer 
of legitimacy.   
 
5.5 (iv) Widening of the Language Divide 
As we have observed, the trend of practitioners crossing the language divide 
and performing in the national language had begun to wane by the late 1970s. In 1980, 
there were only three plays staged in Malay by groups or individuals originally 
associated with English-language theatre. They were KL Theatre Club’s translation of 
The Glass Menagerie (Perhiasan Kaca, February 1980), Syed Alwi’s Rakan, Teman 
dan Para Bangsawan (Friends, Partners and Fellow Performers,1980) and ITM’s 
Macbeth-Bangsawan directed by KLTC stalwart, Vijaya in 198023. For the rest of the 
decade, there was no identifiably English-language theatre group crossing the language  
divide as had been evident in the immediate post-1969 period.  
The assumption of unity under one language and culture was strained by the 
combined policies on language, education, culture and the NEP, causing a 
strengthening of the language and ethnic divide in the arts on the part of both the 
Malay and the non-Malay communities. The essentialising of Malay culture and  
art gained momentum as the Malay power elite sought to assert its political dominance  
                                                 
23 ITM was established as tertiary institute exclusively for bumiputra students. 
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of the multi-ethnic nation, and this, empowered further by the revivalist Islam ideal of 
“Malay-Muslim” identity, alienated non-Malays from embracing fully the idea of 
Malay culture as their own. It encouraged the resurgence of interest in the culture and 
language of the respective non-Malay communities, as was noted in our examination 
of policy and practice in the previous chapter. Furthermore, in the 1980s a new 
dimension to the link between religion, culture and ethnic identity emerged. A sense of 
ownership of Malay culture on the part of the Malay community made it increasingly 
difficult for non-Malays to be participatory in the construction of national culture, even 
if they accepted the supremacy of its Malay character.   
The personal history of director, producer and theatre critic Krishen Jit 
provides a cautionary tale of how the line was drawn between who could and who 
could not practise theatre in Malay, in the heightened atmosphere of ethnicity in the 
NEP generation. Krishen was one of the most influential crossover figures in the 
decade after the riots and was one of the authors of  “Our Theatre...Where are Your 
Roots?”. He co-wrote a Malay play, Pagi Merah di Pasir Salak (Red Morning in Pasir 
Salak), with Usman Awang, and either directed or produced some of the landmark 
Malay-language plays of the 1970s, including Usman’s Matinya Seorang Pahlawan 
(Death of a Patriot) at the First Third World Festival of Performing Arts (1971) and 
Uda dan Dara (1972), Syed Alwi’s Alang Rentak Seribu (1974) and Tok Perak (1975) 
and Dinsmans’s Bukan Bunuh Diri (Not Suicide,1977). He was also on various 
government committees on culture and drama, and had officially represented the 
country in art seminars and festivals overseas. In his capacity as the theatre critic for 
the English-language New Sunday Times (1972-94) and Malay-language Berita 
Minggu (1974-76), he wielded considerable influence and was instrumental in giving 
Malay-language language theatre a profile amongst the English-speaking community.   
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In 1979, Krishen was appointed artistic director of the Theatre Festival 
celebrating the twenty-fifth Anniversary of the University of Malaya’s Malay Studies 
Department. However, during the festival, anonymous letters began to circulate 
questioning why a non-Malay24 was accorded such an important role. The letters 
accused him of being “unqualified” for the position. When interviewed in 2001, 
Krishen expressed a sense of disappointment at having committed himself to 
promoting Malay-language theatre after the riots only to be sidelined by an 
increasingly ethnicised practice. Krishen recalls that at the time, two persons, 
playwright Usman Awang and journalists and writer A. Samad Ismail, spoke out in 
support of his appointment, but Krishen eventually retreated from practising in Malay- 
language theatre. He did, however, maintain a level of involvement in this theatre 
through his links with the Ministry of Culture, Arts and Tourism and remained on a 
number of state panels and advisory committees.  In practice though, Krishen left a 
solely Malay-language practice by the early 1980s. In 1984, he co-founded the Five 
Arts Centre, a multi-disciplinary, multilingual arts group.  
Similar retreats were reflected in the wider English-language theatre 
community, as the initial steps towards Malay-language practice faltered due to the 
increasingly narrow view of national culture in the 1980s. Although multi-ethnic in 
composition, practitioners reverted to their distinguishing feature, the use of the 
English-language, as the conditions of being incorporated into the national culture 
became increasingly problematic.  
Acknowledging that there was a growing divide between the national language 
and the non-Malay community, DBP in 1987 staged a play in Malay, Kelongsong, with 
non-Malay actors in the lead roles as a means of bridging the gap and encouraging a 
                                                 
24 Krishen Jit is a first-generation, Malaysian-born Punjabi.  
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return to the crossovers evident after the riots (Utih, “Poetic Play with Good 
Intentions” New Sunday Times,  27 December 1987). However, it would only be in the 
mid-1990s that the lines between languages in theatre would become more fluid again.   
 
5.5 (v) Themes of Difference 
Culture can be seen as a site of resistance where marginalised and oppressed 
groups “construct…new and resistant identities” as a “key dimension for a wider 
political struggle to transform society” (Jordon and Weedon, 5-6). We have observed 
that the elevation of Malay culture and language, and the expanded opportunities for 
bumiputras in the educational and economic sectors, were not accepted passively by 
the other ethnic communities. The Cultural Congresses organised by the Chinese and 
Indian communities in 1983 and 1984, respectively, were cases in point. Because these 
responses were ethnically exclusive in essence, the multi-ethnic constituency of theatre 
in English was voiceless in the debate. The entrenched ethnicity of the political system 
made an openly political response from a multi-ethnic, politically unimportant voter 
demographic unrealistic. One avenue for reconstructing a more multi-faceted idea of 
national identity was in the creative arts.   
In the 1980s, a history series aired over state TV, Hari Ini Dalam Sejarah (This 
day in History), appeared to focus only on Malay historical figures. It prompted 
Chinese organisations to call on the government “to portray non-Malay figures and 
historic events as well as those that emphasised the role of Malays” (Crouch, 167). In 
1985, Chin San Sooi's play Yap Ah Loy recounted the life of the man seen as the 
founder of Kuala Lumpur. Yap Ah Loy was a migrant Chinese who eventually rose to 
become one of the most powerful tin traders in the country. The climate of the times 
imbued the staging with an aura of resistance in the way it sought to return one of 
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Kuala Lumpur's most important founding fathers back into a history that was subtly 
affected by the new dynamics of race in the NEP era.   
K. S. Maniam’s plays, in turn, explored the Malaysian-Indian condition. The 
Cord (1984) and The Sandpit (1988), both staged by Five Arts Centre, figured on the 
disenfranchisement of the Indians in the estates, who were increasingly marginalised. 
Leow Puay Tin’s Tikam-Tikam: And the Grandmother Said (1983, staged as Two 
Grandmothers in 1988) and Three Children (1987, 1988, 1992), with their evocative 
portrayal of childhood and memory set within an ethnic Chinese experience, are also 
part of the development which saw the rise of plays, in English, or a mixture of 
English and the vernacular that took an ethnically specific viewpoint. These plays 
drew sympathetic portrayals of Indian and Chinese characters, respectively, drawn 
from the working classes. In comparison, the characters of plays from the 1960s, such 
as those by Edward Dorall and Lee Joo For, were generally multi-ethnic and were 
more varied in terms of class origin. 
Both Maniam’s and Leow’s plays can be read as an attempt to re-inscribe 
minority groups, particularly from the social and economic under-class, into the 
national psyche. Although the English-language theatre audience was drawn from the 
upper classes, the message of social alienation in Maniam’s and Leow’s plays 
resonated with the multi-ethnic audiences, as evidenced by the continued popularity of 
The Cord, which was restaged four times (twice in 1984, 1986 and 1994), and Three 
Children, which was restaged in 1988 and 1992, including productions in Singapore 
and Japan. There developed a dichotomy of Malays/non-Malays arising from the 
institution of the policies under study. The perception that only ethnic Malays were 
privileged perhaps contributed towards a sense of commonality between the audience 
and the characters portrayed in these plays, despite ethnic and class differences. 
 111
 5.5 (vi) Creativity in Language 
Although English-language theatre practitioners were no longer actively 
working in Malay, there were two developments in the use of language which arose 
out of the policies on language and culture. Both were neither acquiescence nor a total 
disregard of the dictates of the policies. Rather, each implied a creative reinterpretation 
of the policies on language and culture on the part of certain English-language 
practitioners.  
 By the mid to late 1980s, bilingual or multilingual dialogue and the expansion 
of locally inflected forms of English language in performance began to appear in 
locally written plays in English. Playwrights working within the confines of the 
English language were creatively exploring ways to reflect a Malaysian sense of 
reality, an experiment started in the 1960s by the likes of Edward Dorall and Lee Joo 
For. At a workshop production of Maniam’s The Sandpit, the director, Krishen Jit, 
described some of the options open to the playwright working with English: 
there are three schools of thought involving the writing of English 
plays…First, you can write in English. Then you can write Malaysian 
English and put in all the “lahs”25. Finally there is Maniam's way…you 
write grammatical English but use words which capture the rhythm of  
the language [of the characters], which in this case is Tamil (“How the 
Audience saw It”, New Straits Times, 31 May 1988). 
Among the plays written in this period, The Cord (1984) and The Sandpit 
(1988) by K.S. Maniam, Kee Thuan Chye's 1984 Here and Now (1985), Thor Kah  
                                                 
25 A suffix originating from the Malay language which is  widely used in spoken Malaysian English. 
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Hoong's Caught in the Middle (1987), Leow Puay Tin's Three Children (1987), and 
Two  Grandmothers (1988) all used a mixture of  these three types of English, or a 
mixture of local dialects and vernacular languages in their plays.  
 The blurring of lines between languages was particularly important, given the 
tendency to narrowly identify a language with one particular ethnic group. Because the 
position of English had become strained, and because the Malay-language had became 
unattractive in view of the narrow ethnicity associated with its theatre practice in 
Malaysia, these writers chose to reflect the polyglot nature of Malaysian reality rather 
than conform to the divisive politics of language in their plays.  On the other hand, 
there is little evidence of multilingual work in Malay theatre. The explorations of 
multilingualism in English were driven by a need to validate its practice, whereas 
theatre in Malay was assured of its placement within the definition of national 
language and culture. Indeed, productions staged by DPB or plays written for 
playwriting competitions were part of an agenda to promote the national language via 
the arts, which narrowed the scope for experimentations into multilingualism. Thus, 
theatre in English was able to utilise its multi-ethnicity in language as a means of 
deflecting accusations of its Western bias, in the same way it drew on non-Western 
plays to shed the stigma of its European tradition.  
 
5.5 (vii) The Islamic Factor 
We recall that there was no record of any English-language production coming 
under the scrutiny of the Islamists in the 1970s in the way that Malay-language plays 
did. In the 1980s, however, the revivalist movement’s widening influence and its entry 
into the political and social mainstream via the state’s Islamisation policy brought the 
heightened moral vigilance of Islam into the elite “western” enclave of theatre in 
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English. In Five Arts Centre’s 1985 production of Kee Thuan Chye’s 1984: Here and 
Now, the actor Kit Leee, playing a fundamentalist Muslim character, denounces 
another Malay-Muslim character in the play for drinking a beer. Kit Leee’s use of a 
Koran as a prop in the scene was specifically noted in a review in the Malay-language 
newspaper, Utusan Malaysia. Krishen Jit, who directed the play, notes that in the 
aftermath of 1984: Here and Now, Five Arts was called upon by the Special Branch, 
who said that “they had no problem with the script, but with the ‘directing’”.  Jit took 
this to be an oblique reference to the use of the Koran (which was improvised by the 
actor unbeknownst to the director) in the said scene. Thor Kah Hoong’s Caught in the 
Middle (1988) was also subject to censorship by the Special Branch. A scene with a 
Malay-Muslim couple drinking in a pub had to be changed to a non-Muslim couple, 
while a spoof scene of porn videos had to be toned down as they were deemed 
inappropriate under the reinvigorated sense of piety of the 1980s (Thor Kah Hoong, 
email interview, October 2003). Since it was state agencies which imposed restrictions 
regarding the depiction of Malay characters and Islam in these plays, we can, with 
some confidence, identify Mahathir’s Islamisation of government policy as responsible 
in part for this new phenomenon.  
As observed earlier in this chapter, Malay-language theatre was subject to a 
wider level of interest and interference over, for example, themes (absurdist theatre) or 
“indecent” stage costumes (Uda dan Dara) or morality of characters (Hamlet). Each of 
the cases encountered in English-language theatre, however, was specific to the 
portrayal of Malay-Muslim characters. We can therefore infer that theatre in English 
was still viewed as a marginal practice which only warranted the interest of the 
Islamists when it entered the Malay-Muslim realm.  
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5.5 (viii) Political Theatre 
The fraught relationship between the state and theatre from 1980 to1989 offers a 
significant marker to the more politically engaged theatre practice, which surfaced 
during this decade. While there is no evidence of any English-language theatre 
production in the 1970s coming into conflict with the state, in the 1980s there were a 
number of such encounters.  Jacqueline Lo’s study of Malaysian playwrights provides 
convincing argument that the criticism of the state as a theme in English-language 
theatre was partly instigated by the relegation of non-Malay culture to the margins. 
There was a certain antipathy towards the state, given its role in the displacement of 
theatre in English. This enabled its practitioners to cast a more critical eye upon state 
practices. Another factor could be English-language theatre's financial independence 
from the state. Because theatre in English drew its funding mainly from corporate 
sponsorship and box-office, it was less vulnerable to the dictates of the state, thereby 
allowing for more direct, confrontational forms of resistance theatre, an opinion 
expressed by theatre director Normah Nordin (Interview, August 2001). These 
challenges to the state elicited a discernibly authoritarian response from the state in 
some cases. In other instances, the state appeared to take a more accommodating view.  
The first confrontation between the state and a locally written English play in 
the 1980s was Chin San Sooi's Refugee Images which explored the sensitive issue of 
Malaysia's treatment of Vietnamese boat people arriving at its eastern shores.  The 
play was refused a performance permit in 1980 and was only staged in 1986.  While no 
reason was given for the refusal of the permit, the complexities of the issue of illegal 
refugees may provide some clue. At the time, there were Vietnamese and Indonesian 
refugees arriving in Malaysia. Each received a quite different reception. Crouch notes 
that the “inflow of illegal [Indonesian] migrants was…tolerated for political reasons 
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because of their ethnic affinity with the Malays” (173). Many of the Indonesians were 
allowed to stay; many were given permanent resident status. The Vietnamese, many of 
whom were ethnic Chinese on the other hand, were subject to “an extremely strict 
policy” and were held in camps until they were sent to a third country. As Crouch puts 
it, “the difference in the treatments given…was not lost on Malaysia’s Chinese 
population” (174). It is possible that the authorities viewed a play highlighting the 
plight of the Vietnamese boat people as an implied criticism of their own internal 
policies.  
For its premier in 1986, several scenes were removed and its name changed to 
Morning in Night. The change of name was in fact purely cosmetic, and although two 
scenes were censored, the production programme notes retained the summary of the 
scenes. So, how did the play come to be staged?  The fact is that by 1986, the 
Vietnamese refugee situation had been brought under control by the state and was a 
political non-issue in the country. The staging of the play was no longer a threat to the 
state’s position, and this could be the reason it was deemed suitable for public 
consumption.   
Kee Thuan Chye's 1984: Here and Now (1985), which transposed Orwell's 
class-based society into a Malaysian, ethnicity-based one, was a seminal piece of 
theatre for its open challenge of ethnicity in all aspects of Malaysian life. Besides overt 
allusions to the privileging of the bumiputra in terms of political, economic and social 
power, the production also contained a scene in which a lion dance performance is 
stopped by the arrival of the “police”, in explicit reference to the lion dance 
controversy that was raging at the time. The play’s engagement of the post-1969 
policies on a number of fronts--its use of language other than the national language, 
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the questioning of the ethnic politics, and the provocative reference to the policing of 
culture—demonstrates how theatre in English sought to challenge the policies.   
Despite its clearly oppositional stance, a permit for the play was issued, albeit 
on the eve of opening night. The five-day run of the play was sold out, as audiences 
were convinced that they had to see the play before the performance permit was 
recalled and the work banned (Kee Thuan Chye, Interview, June 2001). It, however, 
enjoyed an uninterrupted run, prompting K. Das, writing for the Far Eastern Economic 
Review to note wryly that  
One likely answer according to at least one experienced playwright, is 
that the police were not interested in “all this play acting” as a security 
problem…theatre is not about to start a revolution. ("No Wild Cheers 
Just Yet but a Quiet Yes to 1984", FEER, 27 August 1985) 
 Despite its deeply political, and ethnically explosive equation of Malaysia's 
race-based politics with Orwell's constricted world, the political content of the play did 
not warrant any pre-emptive measures by the state to either modify or censor it when 
the application for a permit was first submitted. It is telling in fact that it was the 
religious content of 1984: Here and Now which elicited an authoritarian response from 
the state, post-production, as was detailed earlier. How was this so?  There is some 
legitimacy in K. Das’ assertion. The state did not count the limited reach of theatre in 
English as a real threat, as its constituency remained a small, politically marginalised 
one.  It did, however, have a vested interest in the portrayal of Muslims/Islam within 
this admittedly narrow space, the reasons for which have been examined elsewhere in 
this chapter.  
In 1986, Five Arts Centre produced Singaporean Kuo Pao Kun's The Coffin is 
too Big for the Hole in Kuala Lumpur.  The play was denied a performance permit on 
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opening night, forcing the company to have a “rehearsal” of the play in its premises 
rather than in the designated theatre. Krishen Jit, who directed the play, opines that the 
refusal of the permit was targeted not so much at suppressing the content of the play 
itself, but at “punishing Five Arts Centre” and Kee Thuan Chye, who played the lead 
role in Coffin, for their role in 1984: Here and Now (Krishen Jit, interview, 2003). It is 
also possible that the relevance of Coffin’s message about the oppressive nature of 
state control (in Singapore)26 to the Malaysian context was one reason for the ban.  
What is particularly pertinent is that these confrontations between the 
authorities and art had little to do with the enforcement of the National Culture Policy. 
As in the 1970s, when the debates over culture were dominated by those who were 
ostensibly outside the fields of culture and arts practice, the situation in the 1980s 
gives credence to the view that the NCP was limited in its influence. If and when the 
state acted against these works, it was almost exclusively because of the political or 
religious content of the particular play rather than its deviance from the principles of 
the NPC.   
  In fact, the most punitive action towards a theatre company was not directed at 
established groups such as Five Arts Centre, despite the political nature of its work, 
and its numerous conflicts with the state. It was directed against Pentas Drama Kreatif, 
an amateur group established in 1986. Pentas was part of a network of regional groups 
(including Maya in Bangkok and Third Stage in Singapore) directly influenced by 
PETA27, the Marxist-based Filipino theatre company. Pentas staged two plays, A 
Thousand Planks (1986) about the plight of squatters, and Inch by Inch (1987), a play  
                                                 
26 In 2001, Coffin was performed in KL as part of a high-profile celebration of Kuo, who had in the intervening years, come to be lionised by the Singapore 
government. 
27 PETA performed and conducted workshops, which were attended by arts practitioners and members of NGOs at First KL Arts Festival, organised by the 
Ministry of Culture in 1986.  
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about traffic jams and the cost of development.  Pentas’ form of people’s theatre, and 
its links to a regional movement, no matter how tenuous, were seen as enough of a 
threat to national security for one of its founders, Chow Chee Keong, to be arrested 
under the ISA during Operation Lalang, purportedly for promoting Marxist ideas in 
Malaysia28. Chow’s ISA detention order specifically mentioned his participation in the 
PETA workshop in KL.  
 Why was it that other theatre groups and individuals, such as Kee Thuan Chye, 
who were openly critical of the state, were spared? One can speculate that it was not 
the content of the works by Pentas which elicited such an authoritarian response from 
the state. Rather, it was the intent and location of their work. Members of Pentas were 
connected to left-wing Malaysian student activists who had studied in the UK, and 
maintained links to non-governmental organisations both locally and regionally. 
Although there were other English-language companies staging works which 
thematically, were critical of the state, the reach of these productions was constrained 
by the resolutely elitist nature of theatre in English.  
 Pentas, through its connections with groups outside the arts, was seen as having the 
potential to take its message to a completely different demographic--the 
disenfranchised underclass. With unemployment on the rise and factories closing down 
as a result of the recession, trade unions were particularly active during this period. 
While the Communist insurgency which began in 1947 had largely dissipated under 
the Emergency measures instituted from 1947 to 1968, it was reported that in 1982, 
there were still over 2,000 active guerrillas (Andaya and Andaya, 305). Bearing in 
mind that at the onset of its terrorist campaign, the Malaysian Communist Party had 
attempted to mobilise workers through trade unions (Andaya and Andaya, 217), it may 
                                                 
28 Members of Third Stage  were also detained without trial in the Singapore precursor to Operation Lalang in May 1987. 
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be possible that the vigilance of the state was aroused by Pentas’ attempt at fostering 
class-based solidarity through its plays.   
 Theatre in English ran the gamut of socially or politically engaged work. There 
were those that challenged the state by criticising its authoritarian nature, while others 
questioned racial inequality and class imbalance by refusing to conform to the official 
vision of national culture. Practitioners were responding through their art to the 
stressed socio-political environment, which saw contestations over issues of political 
power, language, culture and educational rights and the economy in the 1980s. 
 It must be emphasised that socially or politically engaged works such as the 
examples cited here constituted only a small fraction of the entire body of productions 
staged in the 1980s.  However, many of these productions received wide media 
coverage, and remained talking points not only within the arts community, but 
amongst the wider public. In interviews, a range of practitioners both from the Malay 
and English-language scene cited plays such as 1984: Here and Now and Caught in 
The Middle as examples of the challenging work coming out of the so-called theatre in 
English tradition.  English-language theatre, deservedly or otherwise, developed a 
reputation for being politically engaged and independent-minded.  
 
5.5 (ix) Bureaucratic Obstacles  
Staging any type of performance was a complicated and expensive process in 
Kuala Lumpur, and had been so for decades. The regulations governing the staging of 
live performances in Malaysia had been instituted by the colonial administration, and 
were largely maintained by the state. Many of these regulations were instituted to curb 
the nationalist movement which employed the performing arts to spread its message, 
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and therefore they are in essence, prohibitive. The Entertainment Duty Act of 1953 for 
example, imposed a tax on the full audience capacity of a performance venue, to be 
paid up-front, before a company could actually sell tickets or advertise a production. 
After the show, the company could then apply to the Ministry of Finance for a refund 
of tax paid on unsold tickets. Charity shows were exempted, although the full tax still 
had to be paid when the application was submitted, and a refund given when the 
application was approved. This charity clause was often used by groups as a means of 
avoiding the payment of tax (Mervyn Peters, Interview April 2001). A survey of 
programmes and press reports shows that between 1980 – 1989, there were a minimum 
of nine productions which donated part or all of their proceeds to charity. Out of these, 
two were produced by the Liberal Arts Society29, six by the Philharmonic Society of 
Selangor30, one, The Return of Caught in the Middle (1987) by Kami and one, Two 
Children and Three Grandmothers (1988) by Five Arts Centre.  
The Police Act of 1967 required groups to submit cast lists and full scripts in 
order to obtain the police permit necessary for any theatre, dance or music production 
(Tan Sooi Beng, 1992, 284). An article entitled  “How Theatre Groups are Tied Down 
by Red Tape (Malay Mail, 10 November 1983), pinpointed these requirements as the 
cause for the reduction in English-language productions. The procedure was common 
to all types of theatre productions, regardless of language of performance. However, 
productions organised or sponsored by government agencies were offered some 
exemptions . Since only Malay-language plays were eligible for such support, and  
government agencies such as the Ministry of Culture, Arts and Tourism and DBP were 
active producers of plays in Malay, some Malay-language productions were able to 
                                                 
29 Chamber Music, in aid of WAO, (1983); Passage To India, in aid of the Society of the Severly Mentally Handicapped (1988) 
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avoid the tedium of the permit procedure.  Independently staged Malay-language 
productions however, faced the same obstacles as productions in other languages. 
In the 1980s, the permit procedure gained significance beyond the merely 
bureaucratic. A pattern of state control of productions using the permit procedure 
emerged during this period. The necessary approvals from the Ministry of Finance, 
City Hall and the police were sometimes only given on opening night, as was the case 
with 1984: Here and Now, causing great strain and uncertainty amongst both 
audiences and performers.  Refugee Images and Coffin were both refused performance 
permits.  Columnist Bunn Negara made a canny observation about the nature of state 
control in Malaysia when he noted that Refugee Images “was even denied the glamour 
of a ban” (“Hoping for Dawn in the Twilight”, New Sunday Times, 24 August 1986) as 
the authorities simply refused to issue a police performance permit, thus never bearing 
responsibility for banning the work, but simply disallowing its public performance. 
This was a strategy to be developed and perfected in the 1990s.  
   
5.5 (x) Economic Growth 
The strong economic growth recorded in the first half of the 1980s and the rise 
in mass consumerism affected the growth of theatre as well. Faridah Merican and Chin 
San Sooi both pointed to the popularity of TV, the cinema and other new forms of 
leisure activity as being partly responsible for the decline in interest in theatre during 
the 1980s (Interviews, April 2001). Besides drawing away audiences, the growth of the 
mass media and entertainment industries triggered a brain drain as practitioners left 
theatre practice for more lucrative careers. The Malay Mail reported that a generation 
                                                                                                                                             
30 Broadway Musical in aid of the Home for the Handicapped (1984); Joseph and the Technicolour Dream Coat, in aid of the Society of the Blind and the 
Cheshire Home Building Project (1984); Hello Again to Hello Jerry,in aid of the Selangor Cheshire Home (1986); The Mikado, for Shelter Home (1989); Blithe 
Spirit for the SPCA (1989)  
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of young theatre activists had moved into film and TV (“A Period of Uncertainty”, 19 
January 1980). In fact, two prominent members of The 80’s Drama Centre, Suhaimi 
Baba and Hafsham, became successful film and TV directors, all but leaving theatre 
practice by the late-1980s. Theatre both in English and Malay felt the impact of these 
changes.  
Under the NEP, the divesting of foreign ownership of businesses led to a 
reduction in the expatriate community in Kuala Lumpur. As noted earlier, theatre in 
English in Malaya was introduced, and for a long time, dominated by Western 
colonialists and expatriates. Even after independence, expatriates such as Anthony 
Price, Donald Davies and Joy Zinnoman continued to play important roles in the 
development of theatre in English. A pioneer of theatre in English, Bosco D'Cruz, 
believed that the shrinking expatriate community was an important factor in the 
decline (“Harder now to Produce Drama: Director”, The Star, 8 December 1983). 
Faridah Merican echoed this view, commenting on its impact on not just the reduction 
in productions but in audience numbers as well. It appeared that English-language 
theatre, despite over 20 years of independence, was slow to wean itself off its 
dependence on foreign expatriates.  
 
5.5 (xi) Professionalism in Practice  
Despite the highly stressed environment surrounding the idea of cultural 
identity, education, language and the economy, theatre in English continued to develop 
a stronger Malaysian personality, albeit in a somewhat different direction from the 
preceding decade. In 1983, Krishen Jit took a positive view of practice, saying that 
“KL theatre in the English language is enjoying what might be described as a 
renaissance…[English-language] plays…are performed with increasing regularity and 
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attended by a loyal, committed and growing audiences”(“Bringing back Malay Theatre 
Audience”, New Sunday Times, 26 August 1983). 
The 1980s saw the first serious attempt towards a professional theatre practice 
in the country. In 1983, The Crown Players was established as a semi-professional 
company, with the aim of paying its actors. While it only survived three productions 
before it folded, there were some success stories.  Five Arts Centre's production of K. 
S. Maniam's The Cord staged in 1984 is reported to have earned the playwright 
RM1,000, and the actors between RM400 – RM600. The play made RM13,000 at the 
box office in its Kuala Lumpur and Penang productions (“KL Drama: Alive and Well”, 
Straits Times, 6 December 1984).  While these figures may seem paltry, it must be 
remembered that as recently as 1968, K.Das of the Malaysian Arts Theatre  Group had 
reported making a “profit” of only RM10 from the production of Lela Mayang.  
Faridah Merican, who had been involved in theatre since 1950s, received her first 
performance fee ever in 1984 when she was paid for her role in Yayasan Seni's 
production of Uda dan Dara (Interview, April 2001).  
There were at least seventeen new groups involved in staging plays and 
musicals established during this period, although some never survived beyond the first 
production31. Of the seventeen, Five Arts Centre, Actors Studio Theatre, Sutra and 
Instant Café Theatre were to become major players in the 1990s. Some members of 
Kami, The 80’s Drama Centre32, The Epiphany Players and The Crown Players 
continued to be active in theatre into the 1990s, either as individual practitioners or as 
members of different groups.  A number of new faces also surfaced--the acting and 
                                                 
31 M & M Song Factory, Kami, Epiphany Players, Crown Players, The J. C. Forfou Ensemble, Chayasuara, The 80s Drama Centre, Matahari Productions, 
Pentas Drama Kreatif, Waverly Productions, Oprafest, Shell KL Drama Group, Sun Swee Productions, Mind Stuff, Sutra, The Actors Studio, Instant Café 
Theatre.  
32 Under the tutelage of Mustapha Nor,  The 80s Drama Centre’s  leadership had its start in theatre in English (primarily in the KLCT), but the company staged 
both plays in both English and Malay.   
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directing talents of Sukania Venugopal, Anne James, Zahim Albakri, Jo Kukathas and 
Jit Murad first appeared in the mid- to late-1980s. Each one was to maintain a 
considerable level of involvement in the following decade, which indicates that the 
theatre scene in the 1980s was vibrant enough to act as an incubation period for new 
talent. The very fact that despite a fluctuating economy and a socio-political 
environment that was either indifferent or discouraging, there was enough motivation 
and room for new groups and individuals to enter the scene, is indicative of an 
expanding practice.  
 
5.5 (xii) Financial Independence  
As in the previous decade, the traditional link between multinational 
corporations and theatre in English, established in the early days of the British-
instigated theatre movement, continued to be a source of income, with companies such 
as Shell, Philips and Rothmans appearing as frequent page sponsors in theatre 
programmes during this period. It was not uncommon for programmes to carry a 
number of pages bearing advertisements for luxury goods, providing another avenue 
for funds. 
Where the average duration of a production was between two and four days in 
the 1970s, by the 1980s the average season was up to five days.  Ticket prices were 
also increased. Tickets for the KL Theatre Club's production of Waiting For Godot in 
1973 were RM5 and RM3.  When it staged The Miser in 1980, it was able to raise the 
ticket price to RM10. The Crown Players charged RM15 for its inaugural production, 
What the Butler Saw, in 1983 and other subsequent productions. Popular works of the 
musical variety such as The Selangor Philharmonic Society's production of Hello Jerry 
sold 95% of its 900 tickets (RM10 and RM15) when it was staged at the British 
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Council Hall from 30 July to 2 August 1986, prompting a restaging of the play at the 
Putra World Trade Centre in October that same year (“Hello Again to Hello Jerry Next 
Month”New Straits Times, 28 September 1986).  
Because it was cut off from substantial state funding, English-language theatre 
practitioners did not develope a dependency on state funds or infrastructure. 
Practitioners instead turned to corporate sponsorship and box office, and consequently 
were forced to run the productions in a professional manner, in order to attract the 
sponsors’ confidence, and audience’s support.  Production values, marketing and a 
high quality of performance were amongst the skills developed by the early theatre 
producers in order to keep their audiences coming back for more. 
 
5.6) CONCLUSION  
The cross-influence of the policies on language, culture, education and the 
NEP, ostensibly aimed at fostering a common language and national cultural vision, 
resulted in a distinct shift in the way practitioners responded to the state’s attempt to 
reconstruct art and culture within a nationalistic framework in comparison to the 
previous decade. Whereas in the 1970s there were attempts to conform to the NCP in 
terms of language of performance, in the 1980s, a new response surfaced amongst a 
small section of English-language practitioners. Arts practice in general began to show 
evidence of growing isolation into single-language practices attended by the 
corresponding ethnic groups, be it Chinese opera or contemporary Malay theatre.  
The combined forces of the policies hampered the development of a body of 
locally written English plays, and was in fact partially responsible for some 
practitioners reverting to the use of foreign plays, be it from the Western canon or 
more recent post-colonial dramas. There was a decline in the number of English-
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language practitioners working in Malay, which first surfaced in response to the riots. 
The emergence of plays in English which focused exclusively on the plight of a 
particular ethnic group, the use of more experimental techniques which minimised the 
dependency on English language and the emerging multilingualism in performance   
can also be attributed to the climate of change brought about by the policies. However, 
theatre in English, despite its lack of access to state funding, and the various 
disincentives to its practice, showed signs of growth in terms of production values, 
number of independent theatre companies formed and the number of plays staged. In 
the 1970s, the prominence of language in the crucial battle to assert Malay political 
power placed theatre in English in a vulnerable position.  In the 1980s, we have 
observed that the debates centred on culture, and most visibly on expressions of 
Chinese culture. The creative arts were relatively safe from these highly public and 
politically driven clashes.  Theatre in English, as an elitist, urban-based practice, did 
not have the wide reach which may have made it the site of conflict. Confined to a 
small multi-ethnic elite and disadvantaged by its lack of political voice, it was not seen 
as a direct threat to the power of the state.  It only elicited an authoritarian response 
from the state when its reach extended beyond this safe minority, as in the case of 
Malay-Muslim representations on stage.   
Despite the rising authoritarianism of the 1980s, those who controlled the 
interpretation and implementation of the policies, and those affected by these changes 
were in fact engaged in a dialogic relationship vis-à-vis the policies on language, 
culture, education and the economy. It is important to consider that, despite the 
increasing authoritarianism, the resurgence of Mandarin education and other forms of 
non-NCP approved arts and culture constituted a form of community-based resistance, 
which was tolerated by the state to some extent.  Thus, instead of a decline of theatre 
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in practice to the point of oblivion, the 1980s saw a more creative response in the use 
of language and thematic concerns as a means of challenging the vision of the country 
as encoded in the policies instituted after 1969.  
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CHAPTER SIX 
1990 to 2000 
 
6.1) INTRODUCTION  
The final decade of the thirty-year period under research provides some of the 
most extreme shifts in the history of the nation, from the phenomenal economic growth 
of the first half of the decade to the meltdown in 1997; from the open courting of civil 
society in the early 1990s, to the growth and subsequent suppression of the populist 
refomasi (reform) movement in 1998.   
Significant to the premise of the thesis is the fact that this period presents an 
important adjustment in the socio-political discourse of the state.  It was in this period 
that the rhetoric of Vision 2020 and the inclusiveness of “Bangsa Malaysia” became 
the new blueprint for nationalism.  This chapter will examine the progress of theatre in 
English against this backdrop of change. Given that some of the policy areas under 
study underwent clear ideological shifts, instigated by the changing political 
environment, the 1990s present an opportunity to test if changes in the state’s position 
on issues related to language, culture, education and the economy did in fact affect the 
shape and form of practice.   
 
6.2) CONTEXT 
In the aftermath of the riots, the dialectics of ethnicity were employed by the 
state to support its sometimes authoritarian stance. As Francis Loh Kok Wah and Khoo 
Boo Tiek’s study of the Malaysia political system, Democracy in Malaysia proposes, 
however, the political crises of the 1980s, arising as they did out of economic 
instability, corruption, religious fundamentalism and factionalism within the ruling 
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party, seemed to contradict this long-standing ethno-political rationale. Therefore, as 
the country entered the 1990s, there was a need to reconfigure the political discourse 
that had been historically entrenched and institutionalised after the May 1969 riots. 
Indeed, there arose what Francis Loh refers to as the “discourse of developmentism” 
(2002: 15) in which the bogeyman of race/ethnic conflagration was replaced by the 
promise of economic wealth as a reason for maintaining the Barisan National-led 
government, no matter the increasingly authoritarian means the state employed to keep 
hold of its power.  This view is supported by John Hilley, who describes the political 
discourse of the 1990s as one of “post-ethnic nationalism” (20).    
Vision 2020, the country’s blueprint for development, announced by Mahathir 
in 1991, exemplified this new spirit. It consists of nine policy challenges, addressing 
social, economic and nationalist objectives. Among its key aims is to achieve Newly 
Industrialised Country status by 2020 through a series of plans such as the Sixth 
Malaysia Plan (1991-1995) and the National Development Policy. Significantly, the 
first and fifth policy objectives, as articulated in Vision 2020’s, “Nine Challenges 
Facing All Malaysians”33 deal explicitly with the idea of national identity and 
multiculturalism. They read as follows: 
The first challenge is of establishing a united Malaysian nation, with a 
sense of common and shared destiny. This must be a nation at peace 
with itself, territorially and ethnically integrated, living in harmony and 
full and fair partnership, made of one “Bangsa Malaysia”, with political 
loyalty and dedication to the nation. The fifth is the challenge of 
establishing a mature, liberal and tolerant society in which Malaysians 
                                                 
33 Quoted in Hilley, John, (5) as reproduced from Malaysia: The Way Forward, a working paper launching Vision 2020, presented by Dr.Mahathir in February 
1991. 
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of all colour and creeds are free to practice and profess their customs, 
cultures and religious beliefs and yet feel that they belong to one nation.  
Hilley notes that although the initial response to Vision 2020 was muted, by the 
mid-1990s, there “was a general perception of actual benefits [in the] potential 
prospects of economic, social and cultural advancement across the ethnic spectrum” 
(8). Such a departure from the ethnic discourse, which formed the foundation of the 
policies, instituted after 1969 had a significant, if sometimes difficult to quantify, 
effect upon the policies under focus here.  
 
6.3) POLICY STUDIES  
6.3 (i) Language  
In the 1990s, English-language theatre was marked by a new confidence, and a 
sense of renewal.  The opening up of the country’s economy as part of global 
deregulations and its own economic ambitions were contributing factors to the 
growing permissibility of the state’s attitude towards English language (Andaya and 
Andaya, 320). With the emphasis on industrialisation, and in increasing the 
quantitative stake of bumiputras as expressed under the NDP in particular, Mahathir 
encouraged the Malays to learn English, therefore breaking the perception that it was 
the language of the non-Malays, or that it was un-nationalistic to promote the language 
of the coloniser. The language’s continuing high economic standing had, as we have 
seen, prevented in some measure its demise under the pressures of the NLB.  It was 
further safeguarded as the concept of a “global” economy gained credence. 
Further indications of the softening political stand towards English were 
evident, as reported by Loh and Khoo. In the early 1990s, Utusan Malaysia, a highly 
respected Malay-language paper, and historically a strong advocate of the NLB, 
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established its own English-language paper, The Leader, and from 1995 onwards, both 
English and Malay commentary was used during the National Day Celebrations (31) .  
This shift was not without its detractors. Many saw it as “an undermining of the status 
of Malay as the national language” (Andaya and Andaya, 320). The state was therefore 
careful to provide an external, utilitarian discourse (i.e. industrialisation, tourism) in 
order to rationalise the shift in the position of English in order to avoid accusations that 
it was neglecting the interests of the Malay community. Consequently, it did not make 
any formal amendments to Article 152, nor to the existing policies on language. The 
state was therefore able to maintain its commitment to Bahasa Malaysia as the national 
language, ensuring its reputation/status as the protector of Malay interests, while also 
appearing more accommodating to the desires of the non-Malay community.  
 
6.3 (ii) Education  
A significant marker of the changing climate in education was the 1993 
announcement that the teaching of science and technology subjects would be 
conducted in English at university level in order to make Malaysian graduates more 
competitive in the global market. The Education Act of 1996 gave further discretion to 
the education minister to re-introduce English where required, not just at tertiary, but 
at school levels as well (Loh, 29). Given the highly politicised relationship of language 
as a marker of political power and identity, the significance of what appeared to be a 
utilitarian policy move could be interpreted as a reversal, in some measure, of the spirit 
of post-1969 policies.   
Although the quota system still applied in public universities, the impact of the 
affirmative action policies on the non-bumiputra polity was considerably reduced by 
the 1990s.  The government had taken steps to provide more places for students of all 
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ethnic backgrounds by establishing more public universities. By 1990, there were 
seven local universities, compared to just one in 1969. Nonetheless, as Molly Lee in 
her study of public policies on private education explains, the demand for access to 
tertiary education was still higher than the supply, leading the government to shift its 
policy on private education  “from one of containment in the 1970s to one of 
controlled development from the mid-1980s into the 1990s” (72). This resulted in the 
phenomenal growth of private educational institutions, from 156 in 1992 to 354 in 
1994 alone (Lee, 70-71).  With the overall strong performance of the economy in the 
1990s, private education and foreign degrees became more attainable (Andaya and 
Andaya, 312). These colleges provided an alternative route to state education, 
particularly for non-bumiputras, and indeed, over 90% of the student body of these 
colleges was non-Malay (Lee, 81).  As with language, the government was able to 
maintain its commitment to the spirit of the post-1969 policies, while also attending to 
the needs of the non-Malays. It retained the quota system advantageous to bumiputras, 
while also providing, at minimal cost to the state, an affordable, viable system of 
higher education to the non-Malay polity.  The balance was redressed somewhat, and it 
can be said that in the 1990s, the resentment of the non-Malays towards the quota 
system was less acute compared to the 1980s. 
 
6.3 (iii) Economy 
In the first half of the decade, the standard of living rose as the economy 
recorded growth in the double digits annually.  Measures taken in response to the 
recession of the mid-1980s began to take effect. Under Mahathir’s rule, the country 
changed its economic character from one based on agriculture to one largely centred 
on technology and knowledge (Cheah, 189). Alongside other countries in the region, 
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Malaysia was hailed as one of the East Asian miracle economies.  In order to foster 
economic growth, political and social stability was essential, and the Barisan National 
government successfully recast itself as the custodian of prosperity across ethnic lines 
from its previous role as guardian of inter-ethnic peace.  
The NEP formally ended its thirty-year restructure period in 1990, and was 
replaced by the National Development Policy or NDP (1991-1990).  Andaya and 
Andaya describe the NDP as signalling “a significant shift in the government’s 
thinking regarding Malay privileges” (336).  While the NDP maintained the emphasis 
on overall growth, and the development of Malay involvement in the economy, it also 
focused on poverty across ethnic lines, and attempted to counter the so-called “subsidy 
mentality” engendered by the NEP through the promotion of the Melayu Baru (New 
Malay) as self-reliant and skilled rather than solely dependent on the privileges of 
affirmative action. 
This strategy increased support for the government, even amongst  “non-
Malays who were previously opposed to BN and especially critical of its pro-Malay 
affirmative action policies”(Loh and Khoo, 8). The new dialectics of prosperity and 
development which replaced the ethnic-based rationale in the political arena, and the 
end of the NEP, had the combined effect of diminishing the conflicts which were a 
feature of the economic arena following the riots.   
 
6.3 (iv) Culture 
In contrast to what was perceived as the assimilationist strategies of the NCP, 
Vision 2020 seemed to promote a new configuration of Malaysian identity. Indeed, the 
BN, under Mahathir, appeared to embark on a political strategy of “cultural 
liberalisation” in the 1990s, especially when viewed from the perspective of non-
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Malays” (Loh and Khoo, 28). Vision 2020’s Bangsa Malaysia held the promise of the 
de-racialisation of the country’s future, a move away from the rationality of ethnicity 
which was at the essence of many existing government policies. There were few of the 
heated debates over culture and language which characterised the 1980s, in which even 
members of the ruling coalition were openly at odds with each other. The apparent 
sidelining of the NCP’s philosophy of singularity for that of the implied plurality of 
Bangsa Malaysia did not register an audible response from those who stood to gain 
from the privileging of Malay culture. In fact, the NCP was conspicuously missing 
from the headlines during this period.  In contrast to the declaration of the Chinese 
Cultural Congress held in 1983 which directly challenged the NCP, in 1996, sixty-nine 
Chinese associations endorsed a document which “assumed a more accommodative 
stance vis-à-vis the NCP” citing the more “liberal government policies towards 
Chinese education, cultural activities, improved inter-ethnic relations, and the new 
thrust to achieve the national goal of a developed nation by the year 2020”, as the 




In 1990, the portfolio of the Ministry of Culture and Tourism was enhanced, 
making it the Ministry of Culture, Arts and Tourism (MOCAT). The renaming 
exercise was driven by the assumption that “Tourism supported by the arts had 
economic value” (Noorsiah, 5).  The government began a concerted effort to develop 
the tourism industry, signalled by the Visit Malaysia Year campaign in 1990 
(Noorsiah, 5). In “Making Malaysia a Top Tourist Destination”, published in 21st 
Century Malaysia: Challenges and Strategies in Attaining Vision 2020, the then 
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Minister of Culture, Arts and Tourism noted that by 1996, tourism had become the 
second largest source of foreign exchange (Yeoh, 95).  The minister proposed the 
inauguration of a new “captivating master brand…[of] Malaysia Truly Asia” which 
reflected “the distinct cultural diversity of the country” as a means of developing key 
markets overseas (99).   
The coupling of culture and the arts with tourism can be read as an ideological 
reconfiguring of culture from an internal concern to an external one. Where previously 
the culture and art portfolio was associated with the idea of youth as a means of 
creating a polity according to an officially prescribed notion of nationalism, it now 
gained value as a marketing and economic tool. The multicultural nature of Malaysian 
society became an area to be cultivated for external use, and not merely an area of 
contestation over national identity.  When we recall UMNO Youth’s objection to an 
earlier attempt at formulating a multicultural identity for tourism purposes in the 
1980s, the fact that there was no significant political or public challenge to MOCAT’s 
marketing strategy indicates the more permissive climate of the 1990s.   
 
6.4 (i) Liberalisation and its Discontents 
This is not to say that a utopian multiculturalism had been achieved simply 
through the articulation of a new ideal as encapsulated in Vision 2020, or via the 
revamping of a number of government departments. In Malaysia , Making of a Nation,  
Cheah Boon Kheng  puts forward the proposal that while the non-Malay community 
embraced Vision 2020 and the notion of Bangsa Malaysia, the Malay community’s 
response to it was more cautionary, as it appeared to undermine the special position of 
the Malays, and threaten the affirmative action policies that had been in place for over 
thirty years.  
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Loh, in turn, makes the convincing argument that the apparent absence of 
conflict between minority interests and the state was not an indication of conflict 
resolved, but represents the “privatisation” of ethnicity, in which “issues of ethnicity 
and even freedom may no longer be pursued in the public arena” (8), even as 
individuals and groups were free to carve out their own privatised location.  Indeed, 
the removal of the debate surrounding the idea of national identity can be cast as the 
state's ability to neutralise and/or silence its critics, by employing a range of highly 
contradictory strategies.  The narrowing of civil liberties and freedom of speech in the 
aftermath of Operation Lalang represents the more sinister face of this strategy, while 
the new discourse of cultural liberalisation made expressions of minority culture less 
susceptible to attacks of being un-Malaysian, thereby eliminating public confrontations 
between competing political and ethnic interests.  While maintaining, in principle, the 
existing ideological framework, the state, by addressing the perceived grievances of 
those disadvantaged by the post-1969 policies, was able to consolidate its position 
further, and win the support of segments of the polity which had previously been 
oppositional to, and marginalised by the state. 
Having presented the changing landscape of the country in the last decade of 
the millennium, we turn our attention to the relationship between the theatre in English 
and state policies as it relates to this period. 
 
6.5) EFFECT UPON THEATRE PRACTICE  
All aspects of theatre in English registered unprecedented growth during this 
period.  Over 180 plays34 were staged between 1990 and 1999. A hundred and  
                                                 
34 This figure includes comedy revues and short plays, forms which gained popularity in the 1990s. 
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seventeen of these were Malaysian in origin, forty-three could be termed Western, 
while fourteen were either Asian or African (there is insufficient information to 
determine the origins of the remaining six plays).  
Other key indicators of growth include the establishment of the first privately 
owned theatre space, a steady increase in audience numbers and the emergence of 
professionally trained practitioners. The practice remained an identifiably elite one, 
drawing from the upper and middle classes. It was still urban-based, with English still 
the identifying factor, and it retained its multicultural character. The sense of the local 
in terms of language, form and thematic concerns gained momentum. Practitioners 
were still largely dependent on the boxoffice and corporate sponsors for funding.  
While it appeared to retain its main characteristics, to say that theatre in English 
remained unchanged would be inaccurate.  The following is an attempt to 
systematically locate the changes, and identify the possible reasons for these changes 
within the formative parameters of this thesis.   
 
6.5 (i) Encountering Permissibility  
 Theatre in English appeared to move into the realm of acceptability with regard to 
MOCAT in the early 1990s. Although there is no documentation which explicitly 
supports this reading, viewed retrospectively, MOCAT's entry into theatre in English 
had the appearance of an incremental relationship.  
 In 1991, Datuk Syed Alwi self-financed the production of his play Tok Perak in 
both Malay and English. Although MOCAT did provide some support in kind, Syed 
Alwi commented that “it was difficult for MOCAT to provide funding because it was 
in English” (Datuk Syed, July 2003). Two years later, however, the producing arm of 
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MOCAT, Panggung Negara (National Theatre), presented its first play in English, 
Jebat, Salleh Ben Joned’s translation of Usman Awang’s Matinya Seorang Pahlawan. 
Jebat was directed by and stared Rahim Razali, and staged as part of the inaugral 
Malaysia Fest ’93, an annual festival aimed at showcasing Malaysian culture to tourist.  
In 1994, Syed Alwi's play I...Remember The Rest House, which had won a playwriting 
competition sponsored by an oil company and the New Straits Times in 1993, was 
staged by MOCAT. The re-entry of Rahim and Syed Alwi into theatre in English, 
which both had left after 1969, offers an insight into the changing fortunes of the 
English language, both from an official point of view, as well as in more complex, 
personal ways.  
 In 1994, MOCAT's engagement went beyond working with practitioners lionised 
by the state (Rahim and Syed Alwi have both been conferred with “Datuk” titles for 
their contribution towards the development of the arts), as it began to form cooperative 
relationships with individuals and groups that occupied positions external to the NCP. 
That year, We Could **** You Mr Birch, written and directed by Kee Thuan Chye, 
was presented by MOCAT, which provided “financing, props, costumes, production 
space, rehearsal space…etc.”, and co-sponsored by a local bank, Maybank (Producer’s 
Notes, programme, 1994). In 1995, Five Arts Centre, which had received grants for up 
to RM5,000 from MOCAT in the 1980s, received its largest grant ever, RM50,00035, 
for  the multi-genre, multilingual production of K. S. Maniam’s Skin Trilogy.   
 That same year, MOCAT began to officially provide funding for one English 
language play a year as part of the annual Malaysia Fest programming. The first play 
presented was Lloyd Fernando’s Scorpion Orchid, a play which takes its dramatic 
                                                 
35 The funds were, however, given by MOCAT to the National Art Gallery (NAG), which then transferred it to Five Arts Centre. According to producer Marion 
D’Cruz,  the funding was obtained largely due to the strong support of the director of the NAG, Wairah Marzuki.   
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tension from the race riots in Singapore in the 1950s and deals with “our confusing 
race memories”, (Playwright’s Notes, Scorpion Orchid, programme, 1995),  at 
Malaysia Fest ’95. It was produced by the two major English-language theatre 
companies in KL, the Five Arts Centre and Actors Studio. The following year, 
Dramalab was invited by MOCAT to present Jit Murad’s The Storyteller for Malaysia 
Fest ’96. The production received RM50,000 from the Cultural and Tourism division, 
bringing the total amount of MOCAT sponsorship to RM100,000. In addition, it 
received RM100,000 from Yayasan Seni Berdaftar, a private arts foundation, and 
RM50,000 from Encorp, a local corporation36. Malik Imtiaz Sawar’s play The Trees, 
produced by The Actors Studio Malaysia was selected for Malaysia Fest ‘97. The 
programme and publicity material of all three productions contained a formal 
acknowledgement of MOCAT’s support as follows: “With the cooperation of the 
Ministry of Culture, Arts and Tourism” accompanied by the official Malaysia Fest 
logo.  The Storyteller’s programme carried one full-page message from the Minister, 
and another from the Director General of Tourism, who said, "English theatre has 
become one of the most popular activities for Malaysian Fest”(Dramalab, 1996) while 
Trees featured a full-page message from the Minister of Culture, Arts and Tourism 
(The Actors Studio Theatre, 1997). 
 A significant number of plays staged during this period cited formal associations 
with the government. Programmes, posters and flyers featured “with the support of 
MOCAT” or other government agencies such as Panggung Negara, DBKL or ASK 
(Akademi Seni Kebangsaan/National Arts Academy), and DBKL and MOCAT were 
included in acknowledgement lists of programmes. As was already the practice in the 
                                                 
36 Zahim Albakri, the director of The Storyteller acknowledges that the additional funding of RM150,000 was obtained largely through personal and family 
connections between members of Dramalab, with Yayasan Seni and Encorp.  
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1980s, MOCAT provided rehearsal and performance space rent free or at discounted 
rates, infrastructure and legal support (i.e. permits etc) and the like. However, formal 
acknowledgement of such support was less prominent in programmes, and appeared 
with less regularity, leading to the assumption that the Ministry was now playing a 
larger role in theatre in English . 
 In support of this reading was the way English-language practitioners were 
prominently involved in the establishing of the country’s first national arts academy37 
ASK by MOCAT in 1994. Its theatre faculty was dominated by English-language 
theatre practitioners, including Krishen Jit who was the founding dean of the Theatre 
programme, Faridah Merican, Joe Hasham, Ann Lee, Leow Puay Tin, Marion D’Cruz 
and Zahim Albakri.  A by-product of the renewed relationship between the state and 
these practitioners was the collaborations between the students and groups run by 
faculty members, which developed alongside the formal educational environment. 
Joint productions between the English-language theatre groups associated with 
members of the faculty and the students (who were drawn from a wider social 
spectrum than the middle-class- dominated English-language circles) presented a 
valuable exercise in cross-fertilisation. It varied the output in terms of language.  In 
1998, for example, Five Arts Centre’s production of Three Lives by Bernice Chauly 
featured ASK student Ijat performing his monologue entirely in Malay at the Asian 
Monodrama Festival KL 1998, which was produced by a Mandarin-language group, 
Dan Dan Theatre, in association with MOCAT.  The following year, Actors Studio 
Theatre/ASK’s joint production of Hamlet (1999) in Bahasa Malaysia, featured actors 
from English-language theatre such as Ari Ratos and Sukania Venugopal sharing the  
 
 141
stage with the ASK alumni. While there were a number of English-language actors 
who made forays into Malay-language theatre in the 1970s and 1980s, reciprocal 
crossovers of this kind of depth were unique to the 1990s, and were a direct result of 
MOCAT's more accommodating stance towards practitioners who were ostensibly 
located in the margins of national arts production38.   
  A number of practitioners, including Marion D’Cruz, Mano Maniam, Faridah 
Merican and Zahim Albakri, have expressed the view that support from MOCAT 
towards English-language theatre was often dependent on the individual officer in 
charge, rather than determined by policy. In the programme notes for We Could **** 
You Mr Birch (1994), Kee Thuan Chye says as much when he registers his 
appreciation of, “Supiat Mukri, a fellow theatre person who recognises and 
sympathises with the needs of theatre people. As director of KBN, he has helped many 
of us over the years, and exhibited an attitude of fairness towards all”. Following the 
transfer of the progressive Director General of Culture, Datuk Ismail Adam, to another 
ministry in 1998, many practitioners reported declining interest on the part of some 
sections of the ministry to support theatre in English. A number of the key faculty 
members of the ASK theatre department also either left or did not have their contracts 
renewed following the leadership change in MOCAT.  
 Certainly, it would be disingenuous to remove the personal from any examination 
of practice although it undermines the assumption that all changes are the natural  
 
outflow of policy. However, it is not necessarily contradictory to the view of policy put  
                                                                                                                                             
37 ASK comprises a theatre, dance, music and creative writing programme, and is governed by MOCAT rather than the Ministry of Education.  
38 A change of leadership in MOCAT in 1999 resulted in a change of faculty members, with almost all the so-called English-language theatre faculty members 
leaving ASK. However, a lasting relationship had been brokered, and many of the pioneer students continue to move between the two divides of language. 
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forward by this thesis. A policy is interpretative and fluid, and the implementation of 
policies at the street level noted by Shore and Wright, does allow for a degree of 
autonomy. It also reaffirms what our examination of the policies under study so far 
indicates, that they were not totalising discourses. Neither is it possible to locate these 
changes, and certainly not the “officialising” of MOCAT’s presence in English-
language theatre, exclusively in the realm of personal initiative. Even during the tenure 
of Ismail Zain, the dynamic and liberal Director General of Culture in the 1980s, the 
KL Arts Festivals, which included representations from both Chinese and Indian arts, 
did not make any allowances for plays in English. The noteworthy point here is not so 
much what the state did or did not provide English-language theatre groups, or whether 
such support was merely the result of the personal aegis of individual officers. Rather, 
it is the fact that the support now took place in an open, formal arena, with MOCAT 
officially and publicly associating with a practice it had officially deemed un-
nationalistic.  
 There were three reasons for this change. First, the importance placed upon tourism 
as an income earner in the new economy placed a premium on English language as a 
medium of international communication. Complementing this was the need to present 
Malaysia as a cultured and creatively sophisticated destination (hence the addition of 
“Art” to the ministerial portfolio). This was presumably achieved by the staging of a 
large-scale theatrical production in English, as attested to by the Director General of 
the Malaysian Tourism Board's statement that “the section on English theatre which 
was started in 1993 aimed to introduce theatre plays and musical dramas to the local 
and foreign audience”(The Storyteller, programme, 1996).   
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 Secondly, the changes charted must be seen within the context of the liberalisation 
of language policies.  It is telling that 1993, the year MOCAT staged its first play in 
English, was the year that English language was reintroduced at tertiary level, 
admittedly in a limited capacity. Thirdly, the ideal of Vision 2020, and its emphasis on 
multi-ethnicity weakened the ethnic exclusivity of the NCP, and therefore allowed not 
just a liberalisation with regard to the use of language, but also in thematic concerns 
and cultural/artistic sensibilities. This can perhaps explain how Lloyd Fernando’s 
Scorpion Orchid came to be funded by the ministry.   
 
6.5 (ii) Sponsorship  
 As the economy grew, and foreign investment in the country rose to new levels, 
arts across the board reaped the benefits. Although corporate sponsorship was a staple 
of theatre in English, the 1990s presented new configurations in the relationship 
between arts practice and corporate sponsors. There emerged a system of long-term 
partnerships by corporations sponsoring a particular company, rather than merely 
sponsorship of a specific production as was the case previously. Instant Café Theatre 
Company was a pioneer of this model, through its association first with Cathay Pacific 
Airlines (1989) and then with Moët et Chandon (1990-1992). Jo Kukathas, artistic 
director and co-founder of ICT, however, explained that the sponsorship amounts were 
negligible. Nonetheless, it set a precedent and signalled the entry of substantial monies 
from the private sector into the arts in the 1990s.  
 The impact of corporate sponsorship upon theatre was to be fully felt with the 
establishment of Malaysia’s first privately owned space, Actors Studio Theatre (AST), 
in the KL city centre in August 1995 by the husband-wife team of Joe Hasham and 
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Faridah Merican.  Consisting of a 150-seat, fully equipped theatre, it cost the company 
RM12,000 per month for the first three years to construct, furnish and equip (The 
Wash, programme, 1996).  Its principle sponsor was Transfield, an Australian 
construction company, while other sponsors included Carlsberg Beer, Malaysia 
Airlines and Lipton Tea.  By 1999, Actors Studio Theatre had expanded to include the 
Actors Studio Academy, conducting courses in acting, dance, movement, children’s 
theatre, music etc., Actors Studio Bookshop and Café, and Actors Studio Box, a black-
box experimental space with a seating capacity of under one hundred, all in the same 
building. In 2001, a third theatre, the 260-seater The Actors Studio Bangsar was 
established in an up-market shopping complex in a suburb outside the city centre.   
 Given that government-run spaces were not always available on subsidised rent to 
English-language theatre groups, AST was crucial to the growth of a professional 
theatre practice, a fact attested to by practitioners such as Mano Maniam, who cited it 
as the most important development in local theatre in the 1990s. Between 1995 and 
1999, there were over sixty local theatre productions in English (excluding dance, 
music, film, readings, Chinese dramas and foreign productions) held in the Theatre and 
the Box alone. The point, however, is that it was not just theatre in English that 
benefited from the establishing of the country's first private theatre space. Productions 
staged there ranged from imported French plays, Chinese classical music and plays 
performed in Kelantanese dialect, to buto dance, independent films, devised work in 
various languages etc. By the end of the 1990s, the Actors Studio had became the hub 
of the arts in KL, which, aside from productions in English, featured a strong Chinese-
theatre presence, as well as a number of prominent Malay-language productions such 
as Nam Ron’s Gedebeh (2001).  
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 In 1997, ASTRO, Malaysia's first satellite TV station, became a sponsor of two 
theatre companies, Five Arts Centre39 and Dramalab. ASTRO's sponsorship involved 
an initial outlay for the purchase of office equipment and furniture plus monthly rent 
and utilities for separate administrative offices and a joint rehearsal studio in an up- 
market KL suburb for the two companies.  It also covered the salaries for an 
administrator and producer40. Zahim Albakri, artistic director of Dramalab describes 
the stable, administrative and infrastructure focused-sponsorship as fundamental to the 
growth of Dramalab. This view was echoed by D’Cruz, who believed that Five Arts 
Centre was  
able to fly…with the stability afforded by ASTRO’s sponsorship. Projects  
were efficiently run, and the quality of the work increased… Projects had a 
wider reach, including long-term youth programmes, and international 
collaborations with foreign arts groups, such as the UK-based dance company 
Ludus. Such projects would not have been possible without a strong 
administrative structure (Interview, July 2003).      
 The pattern of long-term corporate sponsorship alleviated some of the burden of 
raising money on an event-by-event basis, thus providing some form of financial 
stability to companies. It also allowed recipient companies to establish more 
professional practices--in addition to office and rehearsal space, Instant Café Theatre, 
The Actors Studio, Five Arts Centre and Damalab all had full-time administrators or 
producers managing their operations by the mid-1990s.   
                                                 
39 Five Arts  established its first studio/administration space in 1984,  with the rent paid for by three members, Krishen Jit, Marion D’Cruz  and Chin San Sooi.  
40 ASTRO has progressively reduced the amount of sponsorship per year,  as the objective of the sponsorship was to enable these companies to build 
sustainable practices. Both Five Arts and Dramalab report that although running costs have increased, and the sponsorship from ASTRO has decreased, they 
have managed to stay afloat, through box office, other sponsors, and fees from workshops.  
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 Corporate sponsors in the 1990s were more inclined towards large-scale events in 
which a corporation fully sponsored a production, or provided a substantial amount of 
the total production costs, for which it received prominent profiling. There were 
discernibly fewer advertisements in theatre programmes in the 1990s compared to, say, 
the 1970s, although production costs were much larger. This point supports the view 
that in the 1990s, the pattern of sponsorship veered towards larger financial 
contributions from fewer sponsors, rather than small amounts from a bigger number of 
sponsors.  In 1990, the Selangor Philharmonic received RM100,000 from Benson and 
Hedges which covered the total production costs of its production of Stand and 
Deliver. The company made a net profit of RM40,000 from ticket sales, of which 75% 
went to charity (Director Mervyn Peters, Interview, April 2001).  In 1994, Japanese 
retail outlet Isetan contributed RM90,000 towards an elaborate  production of Macbeth 
in the MATIC Auditorium (Macbeth, programme, 1994) in association with the New 
Straits Times, and with the cooperation of MOCAT. The Out In the Open Festival  
produced by ICT in 1995 received RM250,000 from Standard Chartered Bank (Instant 
Café Theatre file).  In each of the examples cited, there was a strong brand association 
between the sponsor and the event, as expressed in the following : "Standard Chartered 
presents an Instant Café Theatre Company Production, Out in the Open A Revel In the 
Arts" . 
   In the foreword by the Minister of Culture in the Jebat programme, the Minister 
commended the sponsorship from Maybank, saying that he hoped it would be an 
incentive for other corporate bodies to follow suit (Jebat programme, 1993).  Indeed, 
corporate sponsorship of Malay-language plays produced by MOCAT, private 
individuals or theatre groups working in Malay, was a new aspect of Malay-language 
theatre.  Syed Alwi's Tok Perak, listed organisations such as Perwira Habib Bank, 
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TV3, Berita Harian and Malaysian Airlines System amongst its sponsors.  A cursory 
review of sponsors suggests one difference between English- and Malay-language 
theatre was that Malay-language productions received support from companies that 
were local, while theatre in English, drew from both multinational as well as premium 
local corporations. This is, however, an area that warrants further research in order to 
determine if this perception is not merely impressionistic. Here, I will merely note that 
the entry of corporate sponsors into Malay theatre marked a new development in the 
history of theatre in the country.   
  These three developments in arts sponsorships--long-term corporate sponsorship, 
single-sponsor donors and corporate support of Malay-language theatre--are amongst 
some of the new trends to emerge in the 1990s. The arts provided an opportunity for 
these corporations to raise their public profile by prominently linking their brands with 
art events. Although theatre in English was still a niche practice, it did garner 
substantial column inches in the media. The segmentation of the newspapers in the 
early 1990s resulted in lifestyle sections such as Life and Times in the New Straits 
Times  (Loh, 47) which featured dedicated space covering the arts. With media 
coverage of the event, the sponsor's profile extended beyond the actual audience, 
making such sponsorships valuable public relations exercises. The regional director of 
The Actors Studio’s Principal Sponsor, Transfield, explained that among the reasons 
for its sponsorship was the fact that the arts enabled the company to raise its public 
profile (The Actors Studio Theatre, The Wash, programme, 1996).  Corporations also 
used the arts to enhance their image as good corporate citizens, as articulated by the 
CEO of Standard Chartered Malaysia in his message in the Out in the Open 
programme, which reads as follows: 
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We support the Arts because we believe that art in any form reaches out 
and breaks down barriers…and supporting arts and culture in Malaysia is a 
wonderful opportunity for the Bank to be a positive force in the 
community. 
With the higher visibility of the arts in the increasingly affluent city, and the premium 
value of English under the country’s new economic ambitions, theatre in English 
became a desirable partner for sponsors. There emerged a more reciprocal relationship, 
with the corporations standing to gain from its association with an elitist practice, even 
as theatre practice was able to expand with this influx of corporate funds.  
 
6.5 (iii) Audience Growth  
 The economic boom encouraged audience growth. Productions began to run for 
longer periods. By the late 1990s, plays were staged for up to three weeks. Huzir 
Sulaiman's HipHopera, ran for twenty performances in 1998, while the devised play  A 
Chance Encounter  ran for eleven performances in 1999. For perhaps the first time, 
there were reruns of successful productions, as audience demand outran the original 
showing. Notable examples were Huzir Sulaiman's Atomic Jaya (seventeen 
performances in March 1998, and eleven in June 1998) and HipHopera (second run in 
1999), and US by Five Arts Centre which was staged in May and August41 1993. 
 In the early 1990s, ticket prices stayed within the RM10 to RM15  bracket of the  
previous decade.   The Liberal Arts Society's double bill, Sarte’sThe Respectable  
 
                                                 
41 The fact that the production was to participate in the International Experimental Theatre Festival in Cairo that month was another incentive to restage the 
production for the KL public.  
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Prostitute and Rame and Fo’s A Woman Alone, staged in 1990 cost RM10. In June 
1994, tickets to Kee Thuan Chye's We Could **** You Mr Birch, which ran for five 
days, were RM10, but tickets for the rerun in December that same year sold at RM25. 
The fully sponsored Macbeth, directed by Kee Thuan Chye in 1994, was selling tickets 
at RM50 and RM30, with student concessions at RM15.  Five Arts Centre's highly 
experimental Skin Trilogy was marketed at RM40 and RM20 per ticket.  On average, 
ticket prices for plays produced by English-language theatre companies were priced 
between RM25 and RM50 per ticket in the 1990s. The gap between ticket prices for 
Malay-language theatre productions and those from the English-language theatre 
community grew bigger in this period with Malay-language plays, almost all of which 
were produced by the state, generally carrying tickets ranging from RM5 to RM25. For 
example, tickets to Syed Alwi's award-winning play I Remember…the Rest House, 
produced in 1994, sold at RM10 and RM7.  In 1996, Makamah KeAdilan, by Taufik 
Al Hakim was translated into Malay and directed by Normah Nordin. Despite the high 
production values, including lavish costumes, and the fact that Normah was a 
respected practitioner who had trained with the highly regarded 80’s Drama Centre 
under Mustapha Nor, the critically acclaimed production charged RM10. That same 
year, Ann Lee’s KLKO, an English-language play held in the same venue, sold tickets 
at RM30 each.   
 The growth in audience numbers and spending power is not unexpected, given the 
fact that English-language theatre’s main constituency was the middle class, the very 
sector of society that had expanded and increased in affluence in the 1990s. The return 
of foreign graduates in large numbers (there were over 150,000 Malaysians who were 
graduates of Australian universities alone by the mid-1990s), and the rise in the 
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“yuppie” population were also contributing factors.  As D’Cruz notes, in the 1990s, 
“theatre became a fashionable event”, drawing a new audience to local plays. Ticket 
prices also reflect the relationship between theatre and the state. Although there were 
more funds from MOCAT and sponsors for theatre in English, it was inadequate to 
meet the rising production costs, which stemmed from the increasingly professional 
character of practice. Expenditure had to be passed on to the audience in the form of 
higher ticket prices. In contrast, Malay-language theatre was still able to keep its prices 
low, and consequently, retained a more egalitarian character in the class composite of 
its audience. As a measure of the growing financial importance of tickets, one can cite 
Straits Theatre, established by playwright/actor Huzir Sulaiman, which was “virtually 
100%” dependent on box office takings to finance its productions”  (Huzir Sulaiman, 
email interview, July 2003). Instant Café Theatre reports that up to 90% of its income 
derived from box office and corporate dinner shows. Zahim Albakri reports that due to 
the stability and administrative structures made possible by ASTRO’s sponsorship, 
Dramalab had by 2002 developed a level of economic sustainability that saw the bulk 
of its income sourced from box office, and only 15% from cash sponsorship on 
average. As a caveat, it should be noted that all three companies were well known for 
their politically astute social comedies written by prominent playwrights such as Jit 
Murad and Huzir Sulaiman, a combination which attracted a relatively large and loyal 
audience base.  
 
6.5 (iv) The Changing Face of Practitioners 
 There was a significant difference in the educational background of the young 
crop of theatre practitioners who emerged in this period, compared to those of an 
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earlier vintage. Krishen Jit, Faridah Merican, Kee Thuan Chye, Mano Maniam, 
Mustapha Nor, Marion D’Cruz, and Thor Kah Hong to name some of the key 
practitioners from the 1970s and 1980s had studied at local universities first, before 
obtaining postgraduate degrees from abroad. In contrast, many of the new players were 
graduates of foreign universities as overseas education became commonplace amongst 
the middle-classes, resulting from the quota system in local universities. Jit Murad and 
Huzir Sulaiman studied in the United States, while Jo Kukathas, Wilson Wong and 
Zahim Albakri studied in the UK. Of the four co-founders of Instant Café Theatre, 
three--Jo Kukathas, Zahim Albakri and Jit Murad--attended foreign universities, while 
Andrew Leci is English. Zahim and Jit both expressed the view that the time abroad 
made them aware of the economic viability of theatre. Zahim was already a working 
actor in the UK, and in his words, “Payment was essential. I felt that we had to 
professionalise and move away from the ‘Liberal Arts’ mould of amateur theatre if I 
were to stay in KL” (Interview, July 2003).  Therefore, when they returned to KL, and 
started doing theatre, it was as Jit says, with “an eye on the public's wants”. 
Jo Kukathas credits Andrew Leci with the refusal to portray their work as 
inferior because it was locally produced. Indeed, ICT was driven by a strong sense of 
marketing its work at the higher end of the audience spectrum, such as the locals who 
paid expensive tickets for imported dinner theatre shows at hotels. Indeed, it was a 
pioneer in the way it marketed its shows as prestigious events, thereby drawing both 
high-profile sponsors, as well as an elite, affluent audience. With the increased revenue 
from higher ticket prices and premium sponsors, ICT was able to pay its performers 
well, and in doing so, set an industry precedent. As Jit points out, actors who were well 
paid for their ICT stints, had problems returning to amateur practice when working 
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with other companies, forcing these companies to provide some form of fees to this 
new breed of performers.   
 Across the board, a growing specialisation of practice, particularly in the area of 
stagecraft, could be detected. There were individuals who worked as stage managers, 
producers, actors, costume designers, sound engineers and the like. The distinction 
between technical crew and cast grew, and it became less common for actors to do 
double duty as production crew, as was commonplace in the past. People like Patricia 
Gui, Lee Jia Ping (Tabs Creative Projects), Indra Kukathas (ICT), Teoh Ming Jin 
(Actors Studio Theatre) and Pia Zain (Dramalab) worked specifically in production, 
making a name for themselves as stage managers, arts administrators and producers. 
From the late 1990s onwards, many of the new generation of practitioners had some 
form of professional training in the arts. For example, Mac Chan42 studied lighting 
design at the prestigious Taiwan National Arts Academy, director Christopher Ling 
trained in Drama and Theatre Arts in the UK, and actor Chae Lian studied acting at the 
Carnegie Mellon University in the US. Arts consultant Lee Jia Peng spent 18 months 
on a theatre training attachment at the Cambridge Arts Trusts gaining valuable skills in 
stage craft and arts management while Teoh Ming Jin had a three-month training  
attachment with Melbourne’s Playbox Theatre. The professional impulses in theatre  
demanded a new set of skills other than the purely creative. Theatre in the 1990s had 
expanded into a multi-level, multi-skilled practice, providing further evidence of its 
evolution from amateurism to a nascent professionalism.   
 
 
                                                 
42 Chan began working in Mandarin-language theatre first, but now works in English and Malay-language theatre, including MOCAT productions.   
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6.5 (v) Scale of Productions 
 Companies took on more ambitious, large-scale projects in the 1990s, accompanied 
by a corresponding rise in collaborations. There had always been some measure of 
fluidity amongst individual practitioners who worked with different groups. However, 
the nature of cooperation entered a more formal phase during this period, as the 
increased size of productions necessitated the combined creative and production 
resources of more than one group. Examples include Lloyd Fernando’s Scorpion 
Orchid (1995) produced by The Actors Studio and Five Arts Centre, a multi-media, 
bilingual children’s theatre production and Rama dan Sita-Generasi Baru (Rama and 
Sita-New Generation,1996), produced by Five Arts Centre and Dramalab.  This 
development indicates firstly that groups had become more ambitious in the scale of 
the productions that they mounted. It also is evidence of a growing network of 
cooperation between theatre companies, each of which had, at their disposal, 
considerable resources and skills that in combination, were able to take on projects that 
would never have been possible in the preceding years.   
 
6.5 (vi) Profit Margins 
 In the 1990s, it became even less common for productions to donate almost all 
their nett profits to charities. Instead, many theatre companies chose to give profits 
from only one night’s performance or a small percentage of it to a charity. In the past, 
productions were not concerned with profitability, true to its amateur spirit. Now, 
making money from a production was essential to the survival of the theatre 
companies. To illustrate the changing climate of practice, it is worth recalling that 
Bosco D'Cruz, a pioneer actor and director, is reported to have “returned with thanks, a 
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fee given him by a professional theatre company… as…he has never performed for 
money and does not intend to” (Talking Drama With Utih, 1 June 1986). In the 1990s, 
such an assertion of the amateur ideal was unheard of.   
 Another reason for the focus on profit was the change in the laws. Previously, 
donating a part of profits to charity was a means of circumventing the time-consuming 
tax and permits procedure. After the entertainment tax for drama was removed at the 
instruction of the then Finance Minister Anwar Ibrahim in 1995, it became easier, and 
less expensive for theatre companies to hold productions and record profits. 
 The theatre community still maintained its commitment to philanthropy and social 
causes, however. Aside from fund-raising, there were more engaged forms of 
collaboration such as Kuali Works' BlindFest, a multi-genre festival organised in 
association with the Malaysian Association of the Blind in 1995, ICT's Human Rights 
Festival to raise funds for the Kamal Bamadhaj Fund for Human Rights (1996), and 
Dramalab's Talking Aids, programme (1998).  
 
6.5 (vii) Administrative Structures 
 The formalising of theatre companies, which became more common in the 1990s, 
can be viewed as part of progressively structural changes which had taken its first 
tentative steps in the 1980s. The urgencies towards professionalising were still the 
same. Despite the more pro-active role of MOCAT in arts practice outside the 
parameters of the NCP, the ministry still remained focused on meeting the needs of the 
state-defined culture. English-language theatre had to develop strategies to ensure its 
survival, independent of the state’s support. Groups needed to source for funding, and 
manage those funds efficiently, in order to maximise productivity. Complementing the 
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courting of corporate sponsorship discussed earlier, these strategies included 
developing strong organisational structures and good management skills, which, by the 
mid-1990s, became one of the defining characteristics of theatre in English.  The need 
to deliver a quality production to justify the increase in ticket prices was another 
reason for the increasingly professional nature of practice. 
 At the end of the 1990s, there were seven43 (ICT, Five Arts, Dramalab, Kuali 
Works, The Actors Studio Theatre, Sutra Dance Theatre and Straits Theatre) English-
language theatre groups that can be described as professional. By what measure do we 
judge these groups as professional? First, all seven companies cited were legally 
registered as businesses44. Second, by the mid-1990s, (earlier in the case of the more 
established companies) each of them had at least one person who worked full-time in a 
production/administrative and/or creative capacity. ICT, for example, reports that in 
1994, twelve members of the company left their other places of employment to work 
solely in theatre, with ICT paying a regular salary of RM2,000 a month to each.  Third, 
with the exception of Straits Theatre, all these companies had proper administrative 
office space, which in the cases of Sutra, The Actors Studio, ICT, Five Arts and 
Dramalab, included in-house rehearsal studios. Fourth, although none of these 
companies operated as repertory theatres, nor were there uniform “seasons” in the 
traditional sense, each was consistently productive, if not always in quantity, then at 
least in the quality and significance of the plays produced. 
 Where as in the past, professional or even semi-professional groups such as The 
Crown Players and The 80’s Drama Centre were unable to sustain their attempts at 
                                                 
43 There were a number of other small companies established in the late 1990s and early 2000 as well, including Rep 21, Gardner and  Wife, Article 19, and 
Chaotic Harmony. 
44 Obtaining “Society” or “Non-Profit” status  under Malaysia law is extremely difficult, and all the companies cited here are run as Sendirian Berhad (or 
Private Limited).  
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paying actors and technical crew, the opposite seemed to be true in the 1990s. In this 
period, the companies which survived were those that conducted themselves as 
professional groups as far as the payment of fees were concerned. In contrast, two of 
the most prominent and active amateur groups, The Liberal Arts Society and the 
Selangor Philharmonic Society, had, by the mid-1990s, either receded from the active 
theatre scene completely, or were overshadowed in the public eye by the more 
professionally run companies. There were other contributing factors to the withdrawal 
of these two organisations, which will be addressed shortly, but the pressure to 
professionalise was a crucial element in the recessions/withdrawals. In the words of 
Mervyn Peters of the Selangor Philharmonic, “Previously it was easy, and cheap to 
stage productions as people did not expect to be paid and were willing to volunteer 
their time, now the cost of production…needs more funds in order to cover fees…it 
was harder to get actors” (Interview, April 2001). The companies which retained an 
“amateur” sensibility were faced with the demands of increasingly professional 
practices, which they were unable to meet. They did not have the administrative and 
structural resources that were indispensable in the incrementally competitive arts 
environment.  
 Was arts practice economically vibrant enough to sustain fully professional 
practice?  Not totally. There were many occasions when practitioners had to lower 
their fees as sponsorship for a project fell short, or box office sales were below 
expectations. Practitioners still supplemented their income as artists by teaching 
(Marion D’Cruz, Ramli Ibrahim via his dance school), or by taking on roles in movies, 
TV series or by doing voice-overs for radio advertisements (Huzir Sulaiman, Jit 
Murad, Zahim Albakri). Nonetheless, the equation was one in which theatre was their 
main career, with these different, though related jobs, as important sources of 
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additional income. The reverse was true of practitioners of an earlier vintage, such as 
Krishen Jit and K.S. Maniam, who were both academics, Faridah Merican who worked 
for an international advertising agency, and  Kee Thuan Chye and Fatimah Abu Bakar, 
who were journalists.   
 There were similar developments in Chinese-language and Indian-language 
theatre. Groups such as Fenomena Seni Pentas and Sehala Studio drew audiences to 
performances in Tamil, Malayalam and other Indian dialects, which in the case of 
Sehala Studio, was interspersed with both Malay and English (Kumar, Interview,  
Sehala Studios, October 2002). In Chinese-language theatre, a new generation of 
practitioners, mostly graduates of Taiwan, China and Hong Kong Universities, injected 
a spirit of revivalism in Mandarin theatre during this same period with companies such 
as Dan Dan Theatre at the forefront of this movement.  
 Theatre in Malay was also part of this environment of economic growth, signalled 
by the entry of corporate money and a growing audience base. However, the state, 
through KBN, retained its role as the main producer of plays. There was no 
corresponding growth of professional practice amongst Malay-language theatre 
practitioners. The imperatives of professional practice were less urgent, given the 
presence of the MOCAT and its commitment to the development of Malay-language 
theatre. With the resources of the state in terms of administrative support, financial 
backing and hardware (venue, rehearsal space, technical equipment, props etc), there 
was, arguably, very little need for practitioners to form independent collectives or 
companies and take on the financial and organisational risks themselves. The One Act 
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Dramas45 initiated by the ministry, while popular with audiences, did not engender 
more formally structured theatre companies. As explained by Krishen Jit,  
For the most part, a MATIC play commissioned by the producers is written 
and directed by a theatre leader who marshals an acting ensemble for the 
occasion. Once the play is done, the ensemble is disbanded (Talking Drama 
With Utih, 31 October 1993). 
 
6.5 (viii) Growing Canon 
 Between 1990 and 1999, there were in excess of ninety new locally written works, 
ranging from full-length plays, musicals, monologues and short plays to satirical skits.  
These were performed in venues ranging from five-star hotel ballrooms to human 
rights fundraisers in small open spaces. There were several new productions of old 
plays as well.  There were at least three different productions of Stella Kon's Emily of 
Emerald Hill46, with actress Pearly Chua alone playing the title role seventy-two times 
between 1990 and 1999 (Emily of Emerald Hill, programme, 2002). K. S. Maniam's 
The Sandpit and The Cord, were also re-staged, and in 1995, two of Edward Dorall’s 
plays were revived as part of a project initially aimed at searching “for the roots of 
indigenous English-language dramas in Malaysia from 1965 to 1975”47 (A Tiger is 
Loose in Our Community and The Hour of the Dog, programme, 1995).  There were 
approximately fourty-nine non-Malaysian plays by both Western and Asian (mainly 
                                                 
45 Also referred to as the MATIC Dramas, after the venue these plays were staged in, these one-act plays in Malay were part of a programme launched by KBN 
in 1991 to revive Malay-language theatre.  
46 Five Arts Centre, directed by Chin San Sooi in 1992, 1995, 1999; USM Student production, directed by Caroline Kok, 1995; Dramalab, directed by Krishen 
Jit, 1999, 2001, 2002. 
47 Lack of funds and willing partners reduced the project, entitled, Retrospective to the staging of only Edward Dorall’s two plays.  
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Singaporean) playwrights such as David Mamet, Murray Schisgal, Ionesco, Ovidia Yu, 
Russell Heng and Eleanor Tan.  
  The increase in creative output in the 1990s was often the result of concerted, 
organised, long-term efforts to develop new talent, such as the Theatre Muda (Youth 
Theatre) programme under the care of Janet Pillai of Five Arts Centre (est. 1993), the 
writers workshops organised by Dramalab (1994 and 1997), and the annual Directors 
Workshops initiated by Five Art Centre in collaboration with The Actors Studio 
Theatre in 1998.  The Instant Café Theatre founded Dramalab as a way “to get 
Malaysian writers thinking about writing for theatre” (One by One, programme ,1994) 
and it was to prove particularly fruitful in developing new talent. Its One By One 
monologues, for example, were the result of six months of workshops with twelve 
writers. The final production involved ten playwrights and twelve new plays, working  
with ten directors and twelve performers. Talking Aids, another Dramalab project, 
featured five new plays. Other significant playwrights included Jit Murad, whose play 
Gold Rain and Hailstones was described as “surely the brightest star in the firmament” 
of new plays (Utih, 1993), Huzir Sulaiman (Atomic Jaya, Smell of Language,1998;  
Notes on Life, Love and Painting, Election Day, 1999), a prolific writer whose acerbic 
wit  made him one of the most successful writers of the decade, Leow Puay Tin 
(Family, Ang Tau Mui), and Five Arts Centre, whose commitment to developing new 
work included working with writers and actors on devised plays such as US (1993), 





6.5 (ix) Commitment to Multilingualism 
 This period saw more works inspired by the multi-cultural mix of Malaysian 
society. There is evidence of twenty-eight productions using other languages in 
addition to English on stage, including plays such as Gold Rain and Hailstones 
(Dramalab, 1993), Work--The Malaysian Way (Five Arts, 1996), Dramalab's One by 
One Monologues (1995) and Family (Five Arts Centre, 1998). While English was still 
prominent in most of these productions, they did offer a more inclusive view of 
language in Malaysia through the multiplicity of dialects used48. In certain instances, 
the plays were either entirely in Malay such as Kami Bukannya Patung (We are not 
Dolls), or the use of English was minimal. Rama dan Sita: Generasi Baru was 
specifically billed as "A bilingual Malaysian adaptation of the Ramayana", making it 
the first instance in which a play is explicitly located in an area of bilingualism in its 
publicity/marketing strategy. 
  A Chance Encounter makes for an interesting study of how far theatre in English 
had come from the era of local actors apparently speaking in the Queen’s English. The 
play, devised by the director, Krishen Jit, and the two actors, Faridah Merican and Foo 
May Lyn, was produced by Five Arts Centre, and staged in The Actors Studio Theatre. 
Tickets were priced at RM25 and RM20.  All of these elements were markers of 
English-language theatre, and all publicity material related to the production, including 
the programme was also in English. The play itself, however, centring on the chance 
encounter between an ethnic Chinese cosmetic counter salesgirl and an old Malay 
woman in a shopping complex, was almost entirely in Malay, with some Cantonese  
                                                 
48 Other  such productions include Kami Bukannya Patung, Caught in the Middle :Speaking in Tongues, 3 Children, US, Suara Rimba, Skin Trilogy, Ang Tau 
Mui,  Rama and Sita, Setumpuk Pisang/Bunch of Bananas, Chance Encounter,  3 Lives and “You Have 10 Minutes” in the APA Fest. The last three  are 
composed of several short plays/texts.   
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thrown in.  When we consider that previously, plays that dealt with events and 
individuals of a language milieu other than English, such as Lela Mayang, Refugee 
Images, Yap Ah Loy and even The Sandpit and The Cord, were still presented on stage 
in English, the creative choice of retaining the authenticity of the encounter through 
the use of pasar or market Malay and the vernacular was indeed a telling departure for 
theatre in English. The very defining quality of theatre in English was dismantled in 
this production. Through its eleven-night run, only one couple is recorded as being 
dissatisfied with the absence of English in the play, and they were, significantly, 
foreigners (Marion D’Cruz, Producer, Interview, May 2003). This can be read as a 
signal of the middle-class audience’s willingness to make the leap outside their 
linguistic comfort zone.  
 
6.5 (x) Audience Response 
 The growing confidence of local writers in creating original work for the stage was 
not new to this decade, as we have seen. However, the audience’s predilection for local 
work over popular foreign plays was a new feature. If the MATG’s staging of Lela 
Mayang received little support from an audience still attuned to Western plays, by the 
mid-1990s, local plays were drawing larger audiences, and received wider coverage in 
the local media.   
 This reversal indicates that the English-educated, Euro-centric elite audience 
commonly associated with theatre in English had also undergone a transformation. 
Groups long associated with staging popular Western plays began to find it hard to 
sustain their practice. Mervyn Peters acknowledges that from the late 1980s there was 
less interest in the type of productions staged by the Selangor Philharmonic, as “the 
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social fabric of society was changing” (Interview, 2001). The Liberal Arts Society’s 
repertoire in the 1990s reflected the influx of new, younger members, with plays such 
as Henry Ong’s Madame Mao’s Memories (directed by Kee Thuan Chye which was 
refused a performance permit), The Respectable Prostitute and A Woman Alone in 
1990, and its final production, Lorca’s Yerma in 1993. All these represented a 
departure from the living-room comedies long associated with Liberal Arts Society.  
 
6.5 (xi) New Directions in Form 
 In terms of the work itself, there appeared to be a less self-conscious search for an 
“Asian” form amongst the generation of practitioners who emerged in the 1990s, when 
compared to the work of the previous wave of practitioners such as Kee Thuan Chye, 
Chin San Sooi and Krishen Jit.  As D’Cruz succinctly says of the practitioners of the 
1990s,  “they had gotten rid of the 1969 paranoia and felt no obligation to stage their 
‘Asian-ness’…there was a greater sense of security about being Malaysian” 
(Interview, July 2003). The difference in educational background was another likely 
factor in the type of work produced as well. Director Zahim Albakri expressed a desire 
to use indigenous theatre in his work, but nothing in his drama school training in the 
UK had prepared him for it. Instead, it was the eclectic influences of the metropolitan 
city of London and its international theatre which provided the inspiration for his work 
as a director. Perhaps it was a reaction against what Jit Murad calls “the purposeful 
sense of the local” that these young practitioners saw in the works of their predecessors 
which caused them to turn to the Western forms of realism, burlesque and absurdism 
rather than the East-West fusion of the past.  It is no coincidence that three of the four 
founding members of ICT had been students in the UK during the Thatcher years, 
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when theatre was a particularly fecund avenue for the political discontentment of large 
segments of society. 
  This is not to say that works that explored form, within the context of an 
indigenous theatre vocabulary, were a thing of the past. Indeed, Five Arts Centre 
remained committed to a course that reflected its roots in a post-1969 milieu, as 
evident in productions such as Skin Trilogy, Work, Family, and Us all of which were 
expressedly multi-dimensional in terms of language and form.  However, it was in 
content rather than form that playwrights in the 1990s were at their most incisive, as 
they explored the dilemma and humour of being Malaysian in such works as Gold 
Rain, Chance Encounter, Happy Families, If I get AIDS Padan Muka (If I get AIDS, it 
Serve Me Right), Trees, The Storyteller, Ang Tau Mui, Election Day, The Smell of 
Language, Atomic Jaya, KLKO and more. Zahim recalls that the “primacy of the 
voice…of real, ordinary people speaking their own experiences” which he saw on the 
British stage was a particularly potent image, and a study of the works which came out 
of this period does display an verbal eloquence that replaced the “theatre of gestures” 
of the 1980s. Characters in these new plays were urban, sophisticated Malaysians, who 
alongside their quintessentially Malaysian idiosyncrasies, reflected the globalised 
culture of the city. As Krishen Jit in his review of Gold Rain says, this new generation 
of playwrights turned their gaze upon  
[t]he burden of constantly remaking your personality--is not this the essential 
Malaysian conundrum as we live out our lives in a plural society (Utih, 
“Laughter his Best Weapon”,  28 November 1993). 
 164
It was a look forward, to the challenges of being Malaysian, rather than a look 
backwards into traditional culture as a means of uncovering what the notion of 
Malaysian was.   
 
6.5 (xii) Repositioning English on Stage 
 Jit Murad, writer of such critical and commercial successes as Gold Rain and 
Hailstones (1993 and 2000), The Storyteller (1996) and Spilt Gravy on Rice (2002 and 
2003), provides an insight into the way the policies on language and education 
influenced the writings of some playwrights of this generation. Jit’s writings are driven 
by a counter-hegemonic, if highly personalised agenda. Coming from a privileged 
ethnic Malay background, Jit explains that his choice of writing in English for the 
stage was “a conscious political choice…as an act of resistance to having the idea of  
‘Malayness’ proscribed to me by voices of authority” He was critical of the privileges 
that the post-1969 policies had given to the Malays, while at the same time acutely 
aware of the racist assumptions amongst non-Malays about Malay identity. In a scene 
from Gold Rain, Jit explores the growing gulf between Man, a Malay student, and his 
best friend, the ethnic Chinese Yin Foh, as the realities of NEP-Malaysia intrude into 
their friendship. When Man ribs Yin Foh for studying all the time, Yin Foh retorts with 
“not everybody can get away with getting a second grade [in the SPM/ ‘O’ Level 
exam]. I have to study” (Jit, Gold Rain and Hailstones, 1993). Jit recalls that when the 
play was first staged, there was an audible gasp from the multiethnic audience, at the 
way the play boldly encapsulated the double-edged sword of affirmative action in this 
exchange between the two friends. His work struck a chord amongst a generation 
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which had grown up with the NEP, and Jit reports receiving several letters from non-
Malays saying that they had found the play “a healing experience”.   
 While it does appear that Jit’s position on language is in direct contrast to that 
taken by Syed Alwi and his contemporaries immediately after 1969, it is perhaps 
driven by similar convictions. In each, the playwright positions himself self-
consciously in opposition to the political dominance of a particular language. In the 
post-1969 generation, it was English which still occupied a central position in practice, 
even if not officially. Thirty years on, the language and education policies had brought 
about a change. Even if there were powerful enclaves of economic and social class 
where English was still predominant, there was a nationwide reversal which saw the 
use and political power of English decline.  
 
6.5 (xiii) Staging the Political  
 The increasingly authoritarian state provided rich material to the tradition of 
politically engaged theatre that first emerged in the 1980s. Amongst the stock 
characters developed in the astute satirical ICT shows were “Judge Mental Singh”, a 
corrupt judge, and the character of “YB”, short for Yang Berhormat or The 
Honourable, a yes-man politician.  ICT’s revue shows were hugely popular, with 
shows often selling out by the end of the run.  
 The group also performed at corporate, and even state-run events, notably dinners 
for foreign dignitaries. Jo Kukathas believes that the state’s benevolence towards 
works highly critical of it was not a sign of its liberal nature. Rather, she contends that 
the state courted the performance’s critical commentary as a means of countering the 
very thing it was accused of--suppressing freedom of expression. In this way, the 
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criticism was co-opted into supporting the very object of its criticism. ICT is, 
nonetheless, one of the most important players in theatre, and introduced a new 
tradition of theatre that spawned a number of other acts including comedians such as 
Harith Iskandar, and Comedy Court. 
 Other writers presented works that were critical of various aspects of Malaysian. 
Kuali Works, a company established with an expressly women-based agenda, staged 
Ann Lee’s KLKO in 1996, a play inspired by the alleged statutory rape of a girl by a 
leading member of the government. Huzir Sulaiman’s Atomic Jaya premiered in 1998 
and was one of the biggest commercial and critical successes of the decade. Based on 
the fictional account of Malaysia’s attempt to build an atomic bomb, the play ridiculed 
the national hubris that had gripped the nation, as expressed in monumental projects 
such as the construction of the tallest buildings in the world in KL. Atomic Jaya also 
explored the impact of the NEP through the central character, Dr Mary Yuen, and the 
rise of “crony capitalisms” in the country’s privatisation drive.   
 Following the arrest and subsequent conviction of the Deputy Prime Minister and 
Finance Minister Anwar Ibrahim in September 1998, and the anti-government street 
demonstrations in response, a broad-based coalition of artists formed Artis Pro Activ49 
(APA) in October 1998, and organised the multi-disciplinary, multi-lingual APA 
Festival in October-November 1998. The premise of the festival was that artists had a 
responsibility to ask questions about their society. The theatre section of the festival, 
called “You Have Ten Minutes”, echoed the warning issued by the riot police to 
demonstrators, giving them ten minutes to disperse before the riot police, tear gas and 
water canons would be unleashed. Thirteen ten-minute music, dance and theatre 
                                                 
49 The acronym APA means “what”, and the organisations symbol of the question mark was a symbol of the assertion that the artists’ role in society is to 
question.  I was one of the founding members of APA, and co-produced the APA Festival with Susie Kukathas, and am one of three directors of the group. 
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performances in various languages were staged. Positions ranged from open attacks on 
the government, to more ambivalent questions about the complicity of Anwar Ibrahim 
in the very system that now entrapped him. 
 The response from the authorities to this challenge from members of the arts 
community is difficult to measure. During an APA meeting at a café, a police car was 
parked outside, although there is some ambiguity as to whether they were there to 
monitor the meeting.  At the Poetry Recital night, City Hall officers arrived at the end 
of the evening to check the liquor licence of the venue, and at an event featuring local 
DJs, the club manager and one DJ were detained and spent one night in the lock-up, 
apparently for contravening local council regulations by having a DJ console on the 
pavement outside the club.  Despite these incidents, the festival itself received the 
necessary permits to proceed.  
 How do we understand this apparent contradiction in the relationship between the 
state and expressions of dissent, particularly within the openly repressive nature of the 
state in the aftermath of the economic and political crisis of 1997/98? I would 
speculate that the English-language arts community held such a small, and ultimately 
ineffectual stake in the equation of power that the state was willing and able to over- 
look these challenges to its authority. The state concentrated its efforts on more 
substantial, and potentially dangerous, challenges to its power. A case in point was the 
so-called University Bangsar Utama, a student organisation with an expressedly 
political agenda that performed agit-prop theatre at the street demonstrations, and 
political rallies which sprung up in the aftermath of Anwar’s arrests. Members of the 
group faced serious threats from the state, including the detention of several members 
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on charges of illegal assembly, and the jailing under the Internal Security Act of the 
group’s mentor, writer and filmmaker Hishamuddin Rais, in April 2001.  
 
6.5 (xiv) Censorship’s Widening Scope 
 The altercations between the state and theatre in English in the 1990s further 
support this supposition that the state was more likely to respond to critical stances 
against it when such criticism extended beyond a narrow segment of society. The 
relationship between the state and theatre in English in the 1990s, with specific 
reference to censorship, differed from that of the preceding decade. With the exception 
of the production of Madame Mao’s Memories, which was refused a performance 
permit in 1990 by DBKL, all the other cases of state sanction against theatre in English 
in this period were precipitated, not by the state’s attempt to control content per se, but 
in response to very public controversies, instigated by interest groups.  
The most sensational of these was the controversy surrounding The Actors 
Studio Theatre’s staging of Tennessee Williams’ A Streetcar Named Desire in 1994. 
The production was approved for staging by DBKL. However, the presence of popular 
Malay-language film actress, Ramona Rahman, in the role of Stella, attracted 
audiences, and media outside from the usual English-language theatre crowd (Faridah 
Merican, Producer, Interview, April 2001). A critic, writing for a Malay-language 
newspaper, attended opening night, and began a sustained personal attack on the 
actress in the Malay press for being un-Islamic and immoral by allowing herself to 
appear in public in revealing lingerie, “making-love” to a man other than her husband, 
as was required of Ramona in her portrayal of Stella. Journalist Rehman Rashid 
identified this Malay-language newspaper as the instigator of the public outcry, noting 
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that it castigated DBKL “for allowing such indecency in its auditorium”. In response, 
DBKL censored the play. This included removing the “unsuitable” scenes between 
Stella and Stanley, making the actress wear a dressing gown over her nightdress, and 
darkening the stage during the sex scene.  Furthermore, DBKL officers amended the 
regulations governing the granting of performance permits to include a full preview of 
the performance before a permit could be granted. 
  The following year, Dina Zaman’s Penggangur Terhormat (Respectfully 
Unemployed), directed by Normah Nordin and Malik Imtiaz Sawar's Rain, directed by 
Joe Hasham, both presented under Dramalab’s One By One, encountered problems as 
well.  A simulated orgasm scene in Rain was censored. The DBKL officers who 
attended the preview were, however, unsure as to how to deal with Dina Zaman’s play, 
in which a young professional Malay woman speaks her mind directly to God about 
her frustrations with being judged negatively in the workforce for wearing a tudung 
(headscarf). The producers were instructed to get clerical approval first. A second 
preview was held for an ulama (Muslim scholar), who praised the play’s theme, but 
advised that the final scene in which the protagonist whips off her tudung and screams 
in frustration be replaced with a scene of her praying, in order to remove the 
intentionally ambiguous quality of the ending as envisioned by the playwright. Zahim 
Albakri expressed the conviction that the censorship of both Rain and Penggangur 
Terhormat was directly related to the Streetcar issue of the year before. The authorities 
were fearful of being accused once more of irresponsibility in the face of the rising 
Islamic fundamentalism of the 1990s. In support of this view is the fact that two years 
before Rain, actor Sabera Shaik had enacted a high-octane orgasm scene in her play 
The Other…Can’t  (1993), the title being a play on the word “cunt”, without any 
incident. 
 170
 In a similar vein, Rama and Sita:Generasi Baru (1996) based on the Ramayana, 
provoked an outcry from sectors of the Hindu community.  A letter to the editor 
expressed the feeling that the production was “inconsiderate and offensive” and urged 
the producers to cancel the play (“Upset by synopsis of Rama and Sita play”, The Sun, 
1 July 2003). The Co-Producer Marion D’Cruz reports receiving abusive phone calls at 
night during the production. Pressure from interests groups mounted, culminating in an 
anonymous bomb hoax at the theatre before the final performance.  
 Although Five Arts Centre’s production of The Vagina Monologues falls outside 
the time frame under study here, it appears to be a continuum of this pattern of 
behaviour, and is worth examining. The Vagina Monologues was first staged in 2001 
under its Directors Workshops project. In January 2002, a full production was 
mounted, and played to packed houses. Five Arts applied to DBKL for an extension of 
the performance permit to accommodate the public demand. The extension was 
rejected on the grounds that DBKL had received a letter protesting the use of Koranic 
verses in the play. Neither the actual letter, nor the source of the complaint was ever 
disclosed to Five Arts Centre. A subsequent, unrelated application by a woman’s group 
to stage the production as part of a fund-raising event was told that a permit would be 
granted only if “offensive” words such as “vagina” were removed, a condition the 
director, Ann Lee, and the cast of over twenty women rejected. The play was 
subsequently staged in a private venue, which did not require a permit, without any 
edits. 
 In the case of Streetcar, Rama and Sita and The Vagina Monologues, the state was 
in the first instance, permissive of the work, as evidenced by the granting of the initial 
performance permits. It was only in response to pressure groups or public controversy 
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that the authorities subsequently acted to restrict or censor work.  Although changes to 
Rain and Penggangur Terhormat were effected by DBKL, it was a direct corollary of 
the Streetcar incident the year before, and therefore, the fear of the public’s potentially 
negative reaction instigated the caution of authorities.  
 As observed in the previous chapter, the response from DBKL must be seen in the 
light of the battle for the moral high ground between the ruling coalition and the 
fundamentalist Islamic opposition party, PAS, that was a feature of politics from the 
1980s.  English-language theatre, with its multiethnic polity, was not an obvious 
stakeholder in this competition.  However, these “moral” controversies had the 
potential to take the battle beyond this niche audience, and could be used as 
incriminating “evidence” of the government’s ineffectual role as the guardian of public 
morality. It is the position of this thesis that confrontations between the state and 
theatre in English were not purely a matter of content, or form. Rather they drew their 
impetus from the visibility of the event. So long as productions were confined to its 
niche audience, there was a flexibility and permissibility in content and form. 
However, if something about an event attracted the attention of the wider society, and 
specifically the Muslim interest groups and community, then, the authorities were 
compelled to react swiftly and decisively to placate these objecting groups.  
 This would perhaps explain how an explicitly homosexual play, A Language of 
their Own (August 1998 and February 1999), which included several erotic, kissing 
scenes between the male actors, was staged not once, but twice, meaning that it passed 
two permit applications without any reaction from DBKL. Similarly, it would explain 
how, despite the controversy surrounding the staging of Rama dan Sita, the Ministry of 
Culture Arts and Tourism received high praise from the producers for being fully 
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supportive of the production, and cast, and for not bowing to public pressure.  
Certainly, the fact that KBN was a co-producer would have prevented DBKL from 
retracting the performance permit, or attempting to censor the play. The presence of a 
Director General of Culture who was both progressive, and sensitive to the artists’ 
needs was also fundamental to the staging of the production.  
 It is, however, possible to problematise the event, and take a more cynical reading 
of MOCAT’s support.  One can possibly infer that the public outcry notwithstanding, 
the state was not compelled to prove its role as moral guardians in this case, as the 
religious sensitivities offended were outside the domain of the state’s political concern, 
unlike Islam, as the official religion of the country and key principle of the NCP, was.  
Theatre was allowed to continue with little control, as long as it did not expose the 
state to criticism for not safeguarding Islamic values as it claimed to do. 
 Thus, although theatre in English benefited from the liberalisation of culture of the 
1990s, this liberalisation was subject to theatre not extending beyond its limited locale 
to the general population. As soon as it entered the larger public space, as witnessed in 
the controversies of the 1990s, the state was quick to change its stance from one of 
permissiveness, as reflected in Vision 2020, to the narrowness of the NCP.  The 1990s 
proved that policies are not only the domain of the state, but could be used by groups 
external to the political power structure, as happened with the Islam principle of the 
NCP.  The agency of the personal was also a feature of the 1990s. Although we have 
charted changes arising out of policy, there was evidence to support that senior officers 
in government were at times, able to act independently, be it in opposition to, or 
moderation of the policies under study.  
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6.6 CONCLUSION  
Theatre in English flourished during this period, and many aspects of its 
growth can be traced to the liberalisation of the policies on culture, education, 
language and the economy, indicating that the policies did indeed influence practice.  
 The amendments to the NEA presented a reversal of the policies on language 
and education which had been at the core of the state’s post-1969 restructuring, 
making the use of English on stage less controversial. What is arguabley the most 
contentions of the post-1969 policies, the NEP, also ended its tenure. It was replaced 
by a policy which appeared to address some non-Malay concerns regarding the NEP, 
thereby easing some of the inter-ethnic tensions arising from the implementation of the 
NEP.  While the NCP was never directly denounced during this period, the idea of 
unity in diversity as encapsulated in Bangsa Malaysia could be viewed as a move away 
from the more strident conceptualisation of national identity as expressed in the NCP. 
The result was a growing link between a practice previously marginalised by the NCP, 
and the state. 
It would be, however, reductive and deterministic to say that the growth in 
practice was solely a result of the liberalisation of the policies, as this would imply that 
theatre in English was dependent on the state’s benevolence in order for it to develop. 
In fact, many of the significant aspects of theatre practice in the 1990s--the urgencies 
to professionalism practice, the cultivation of corporate sponsors and the growing 
importance of box office, the choice of language, and thematic concerns--were 
strategies developed in response to the policies in their more strident manifestations 
during the previous twenty years.   
 Theatre’s growth of the 1990s must therefore be seen within the context of 
strategies developed out of this twenty-year long relationship between practitioners 
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and the state, which enable practitioners to maximise their growth in a changing 
environment. Hence, the evidence seems to support the reading that theatre in English 
survived despite sometimes discouraging or even hostile interpretations of the policies 
under study by developing strategies to overcome the limitations of its marginalisation 




The research undertaken in this thesis aims to understand the impact of state 
policies on culture and arts upon arts practice within the specific context of post-riots 
Malaysia, a period marked by rigorous state intervention into the arena of culture, art, 
language, education and the economy. Locating my study in the practice of theatre in 
English, I have put to test the hypothesis that arts practice is not exclusively affected or 
influenced by a policy with the stated intent of shaping art and culture within a specific 
nationalistic agenda. 
 Undeniably, the NCP did have an impact on theatre in English. The 
formalisation of Malay culture as national culture in the three governing principles of 
the NCP established a benchmark against which all art and culture were measured. It 
threw into question the validity of theatre in English through the specificity of “Our 
Theatre…Where are your Roots?”--the association with Western theatre, the use of 
English-language and the elite enclave of the practice. While it did not prohibit 
outright the staging of plays due to the use of English in performance, by what could 
be described as a pattern of disincentives rather than overt suppression, theatre 
productions in English were de-legitimised and discouraged.  
The changes in practice were, however, by no means exclusively attributable to 
the state’s policy on culture and art. The findings of the research conducted support the 
view that arts practice in post-1969 Malaysia was shaped by a complex network of 
influences, stemming from the inter-policy relationship between the NCP, the NLB, 
the NEA and the NEP.  
The policies on language, education and the economy affected theatre in 
English in two ways. First, indirectly, where the policies acted upon the interpretation 
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and implementation of the NCP, leading it into directions compatible with their own 
specific objectives. For example, the emphasis on the implementation of the NLB and 
the NEA influenced the reading of the NCP in the 1970s.  As we have seen, the NCP’s 
paper on theatre did not specifically cite language of performance as an indicator of 
national culture. However, the restructureing of the Ministry of Culture in the early 
1970s did indeed locate the national language at the centre of funding, research and 
production facilities due to the enforcement of the NLB and the NEA. This in turn 
elicited specific responses from practitioners, such as the incursions by English-
language practitioners into Malay-language performance in the 1970s, and the 
development of funding networks independent of the state.  
The policies on education, language and culture also shaped practice through 
more direct means. For example, in the 1980s, there was rising non-Malay resentment 
towards what was viewed as the unfair privileging of ethnic Malays under the NEP.  
The perception that the state was promoting Malay interests in areas such as education 
and employment to the detriment of non-Malay interests led to the support amongst 
non-Malays for plays written in English by local writers.   
Having determined that it was not solely the NCP, but a network of policies 
cross influencing each other, which had an impact on theatre in English, the question 
of how theatre in English managed to survive and thrive despite these policies needs to 
be addressed. We have observed how each of the policies was formed or enforced in 
response to the socio-political upheaval of the riots, and how each was based upon the 
similar ideological construct of privileging the politically dominant ethnic Malay 
community. Under these circumstances, how did a practice which bore the markers of 
colonialism, one that existed outside the ethnic and political framework, maintain its 
foothold in the arts scene?  
 177
It is the position of this thesis that a combination of two elements--the specific 
context and content of the policies, and the nature of English-language theatre itself-- 
enabled the growth of practice to continue despite the urgencies of the policies 
instituted after 1969. The power to define the cultural identity of the state showed that 
the Malay political elite was in control of this area of Bourdieu’s “symbolic capital”, 
as it was over the economy, for instance.  However, although the state presented a 
fairly authoritarian stance towards culture on a policy level, in practice, it adopted a 
less strident position.  The NCP appeared to be a means of aggrandising Malay art 
forms and cultural practices rather than a policy designed to suppress non-sanctioned 
arts practices. Therefore, although the NCP marginalised theatre in English, it was not 
a policy designed to actively prohibited productions in English.  
The NCP also suffered from a lack of legitimacy, leading to debates about its 
validity both within and without the state. A policy does not need to be formally 
endorsed by law in order for it to be effective.  In the company of the policies on 
language, education and the economy however, the NCP’s lack of formal legislation 
was a problem. The policies on language and education were both protected by Article 
152 of the Constitution, which assigned the Malay language as the national language. 
The central core of the NEP came from a Constitutional edict which assigned special 
privileges to the bumiputra.  Art and culture, however, were not mentioned in the 
constitution.  The NCP was therefore less effective in achieving its stated goals, as it 
remained a site of contestation from its inception.  
Third, we have observed that the NEP was the most import of the post-1969 
policies, and indeed, considerable state resources were directed towards improving the 
economic standing of the bumiputra community. In comparison, culture and art were 
of limited importance, resulting in a Ministry of Culture that was too under-funded and 
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under-resourced to implement the NCP in full. Therefore, practices outside the 
confines of national culture were able to grow without the watchful eye of the state, 
unlike, for example, access to scholarships or government contracts, which were 
subject to strictly enforced quotas.   
The other policies too were far from totalising discourses which obliterated any 
challenges to their edicts. While the state was certainly less accommodating in the 
implementation of the NLB and the NEA, the utilitarian realities of the English 
language, particularly in view of the importance of economic growth in the post 1969 
period, afforded the language, and by association, theatre performed in English, some 
respite from the urgencies of the policies on language and education.  For example, the 
emphasis on industrialisation in the 1990s was accompanied by the reintroduction of 
English (with some restrictions) in education. The parallel growth of theatre in English 
in the early 1990s can be partially attributed to this policy shift.  
The highly ethnicised nature of the political system in Malaysia and the 
governing system’s dependence on some measure of inter-ethnic cooperation 
necessitated that the state play a balancing game between the strict enforcement of 
some aspects of these policies, and the concerns of the non-Malay communities. The 
resulting gaps between the official policy pronouncements and the actual 
implementation were an important feature of the relationship between the state and arts 
practice.  
A substantial part of the research has been directed towards documenting the 
changes in theme, form and structure of theatre in English in the thirty years following 
the riots. It is important to recall that theatre in English did not occupy a passive 
position with regard to the policies under study, but responded to the policies in a 
variety of ways. The use of multilingualism or locally inflected English in practice, the 
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development of non-linguistic forms of theatre practice, and the production of plays by 
non-Western writers are amongst a range of changes registered which can be read as 
attempts to redress some of the traditional markers of theatre in English as identified in 
“Our Theatre…Where are your Roots?”.    
It is the position of this thesis that these changes must be registered as strategic 
responses to the policies rather than mere conformity under the compulsion of the 
state. We have seen that the content and context of the policies themselves contributed 
towards the continued presence of a theatre practice in the English language. On the 
part of theatre in English, certain historical factors and characteristics created a 
practice particularly apt at developing strategies of sustainability. Firstly, English-
language theatre was a small, multiethnic practice, primarily located in Kuala Lumpur 
with occasional performances in other regional cities. The fact that it was not linked to 
an ethnic-political community, nor to a social mass (given its elite status), meant that 
English-language theatre, as a community practice was politically unimportant to the 
state. Even what could be read as challenges to the state ideology, as in its sustained 
use of English language, were severely restricted in its reach, and therefore did not 
present a threat to the position of the state. 
 The fact that theatre in English was unable to obtain sustained state funding for 
its productions did not automatically result in a financially impoverished practice. 
Due to the historical context of its origins and the use of English language, the 
practice was one patronised by an affluent socio-economic demographic, and 
supported by the private sector. While financial constraints were still acutely felt, the 
practice was financially independent. It had never built a dependency on state 
funding. Therefore, while the restructuring of the state apparatus such as the Ministry 
of Culture had an important symbolic impact on the practice, in real terms, the 
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consequences were limited. Despite being denied state funds to stage plays in English, 
the number of productions steadily increased due to the alternative funding structures 
developed in the early years of practice.  
The post-1969 policies influenced the practice of theatre in English over the 
thirty-year period under study. Such strategies, however, indicate that the relationship 
between the state and theatre practitioners was not one way.  Despite the urgencies to 
implement the policies in the area of language, culture, art, economy and education, 
arts practitioners were able to reconstruct their practice even if it did not conform to 
the dictates of the policy. This highlights the fact that practitioners were engaged in a 
dialogic relationship with the NCP, in which they were able to respond creatively or 
even reject its tenants and not elicit an authoritarian response from the state. The 
interpretation and implementation of the policies were in a constant state of flux, 
modified not only by the proponents of the policies (the state), but also responses to 
the policies by those impacted by the existence of such policies.  
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A Midsummer Night's 
Dream 
Shakespeare Western**** MATG* English 1951  N/A
 
Androcles and the Lion 
(with The Dark Lady of the 
Sonnets) 
Bernard Shaw Western MATG English          
1951 
 N/A
King Henry the Fifth Shakespeare Western MATG English 1952  4
Hassan Fletcher Western MATG English          
1953 
 N/A
Tobias and The Angel James Bridie Western MATG English 1953  5
Merrie England  Western Penang and Province Wesley 
Arts Council 
English 1955  4
After My Fashion Diane Morgan Western Singapore Stage Club English 1955  3
The Road To Rome Robert E. Sherwood Western Theatre Club English 1955  4
Noah  Western MATG English 1955  N/A
The Importance of Being 
Earnest 
Oscar Wilde Western  MATG English 1955  N/A
St Joan G.B.Shaw Western Singapore Arts Theatre English 1955  N/A
Shakespeare Workshop Shakespeare Western MATG English 1955  N/A
Sister Bonaventure  Western Singapore Stage Club English 1955  N/A
Princess Chrysanthnum - 
Children's Operetta 
 Asian  Singapore Island Players English 1956  N/A
As Long As They Are 
Happy 
Vernon Sylvaine Western Singapore Stage Club English 1956  N/A
The Devil's Disciple G.B.Shaw Western Penang Players English 1956  N/A
Seagulls Over Sorrento Hugh Hastings Western Royal Electric Mechanical 
Engineers (REME) Drama 
Society 
English 1956 $2,1.5, 
1.00 
N/A
Rope  Western Theatre Club@ RAF 
Maintenance Base, Sing 
English 1956  N/A
Murder at Nine  Western Singapore Stage Club English 1956  N/A
Twelfth Night Shakespeare Western Penang Players English 1956  N/A
The Blue Goose  Western REME Drama Society, Sing English 1956  N/A
Jane  Western Singapore Stage Club English 1956  N/A
Candied Peel Faulkland L. Carey Western   RAF' Seletar Theatre English 1956  N/A
Present Laughter Noel Coward Western  Singapore Stage Club English 1956  N/A
The Sorcerer Gilbert and Sullivan Western Penang and Province Art 
Council 
English 1956 $5;3;1 N/A
Tobias and the Angel James Birdie Western VI Society of Drama English 1957  N/A
The White Sheep of the 
Family 
L.Du Gande Peach and 
Ian Hay 
Western  Singapore Stage Club English 1957  N/A
Beggar's Opera John Gay Western   Singapore Teachers Training 
College 
English 1957  N/A
Murder at the Vicarage Agatha Christie Western The Blakang Mati Island 
Theatre Club 
English 1957  N/A
Outrageous Fortune Ben Travers Western REME Dramatic Society English 1957  N/A
Young Wives' Tale Ronald Jeans Western KLTC* English 1957  N/A
The Gondoliers  Western The Sceneshifters of the 
Singapore YMCA 
English 1957 $3,2,1 N/A
Witness for the Prosecution Agatha Christie  Western Penang Players English 1957  N/A
The Reluctant Début  Western Singapore  Stage Club English          
1957 
 N/A
The Taming of the Shrew Shakespeare Western MATG English 1957  3
Someone Waiting Emlyn Willam Western Singapore Stage Club English          
1957 
 N/A
All for Mary Harold Brooks Western Singapore Stage Club English 1957  N/A
Which Is Life   KL Eastern Arts Society English 1957  N/A
Miranda Peter Blacking Western  The Sungai Patani Players English 1957  N/A
 I
        PLAY PLAYWRIGHT 
  
            
 











HSM Pinafore  Western The New Sceneshifters English 1957 $2, 3 N/A
Dial M for Murder Fredrick Knott Western Perak Players English 1957  N/A
A LIKELY TALE Gerald Savoy Western  Singapore Stage Club English 1957  N/A
The Holly and the Ivy  Western REME Drama Society English 1957  N/A
Othello and Merchant of 
Venice -Excerpts 
Shakespeare Western Anglo Chinese School, Ipoh English 1958  N/A
Tom Sawyer - Operetta  Western St Xavier School English 1958  N/A
Twelfth Night Shakespeare Western  English          
1958 
 6
Romanoff and Juliet Peter Ustinov Western  MATG English 1958  N/A
Bell Book and Candle John Van Druten Western   KLTC English 1958  3
The Teahouse of the August 
Moon 
John Patrick Western MATG English 1958  N/A
Madam Tic Tac  Western REME Drama Society English 1958  N/A
The Mikado - Musical Gilbert and Sullivan Western Philharmonic Society of 
Selangor 
English 1958  6
Arms and the Man G.B.Shaw Western Perak Players English 1958  N/A
The Princess of Malacca  Malaysian  Bukit Mertajam High School English 1958  N/A
Macbeth - play reading Shakespeare Western MATG English 1958 $1/ 
0.20 
N/A
Charley's Aunt Brandon Thomas Western   MATG English 1958  N/A
Six Characters in Search of 
an Author 
Pirandello Western  UM Drama Society, 
Singapore 
English 1958  N/A
Amphitryon Dryden Western UM Drama Club, Singapore English 1959  N/A
Sleeping Prince  Western KLTC English 1959  N/A
The Yellow Jacket Chinese Folk Tale Asian  Theatre Club of Senior 
Methodist Girls School 
English 1959  N/A




 English 1959  N/A
Tiger at my Gate Christopher Fry Western MATG English 1959  N/A
The House by the Lake Hugh Mills Western MATG English 1959  N/A
Rookery Nook Ben Travers Western PD Garrison Drama Society English 1959  N/A
The Hollow Agatha Christie Western Perak Players** English 1959  N/A
Figure of Fun   MATG English          
1959 
 N/A
The Gondoliers Gilbert and Sullivan Western Philharmonic Society of 
Selangor 
English 1959  
Macbeth Shakespeare Western KL Methodist Boys School 
Drama Society 
English 1959  N/A
The Pirates of Penzance Gilbert and Sullivan Western Penang and Province Weasly 
Players 
English 1959  N/A
As You Like It Shakespeare Western MATG English 1959  N/A
Sister Bonaventure  Western Theatre Club Kuala Lumpur English 1959      
N/A
The Fairey Queen Purcell Western UM Drama Society, 
Singapore 
English 1959  2
Aladdin and His Wonderful 
Lamp 
 Western Philharmonic Society of 
Selangor  
English 1960  N/A
Alladin  Western Philharmonic Society of 
Selangor  
English 1960  N/A
St Joan G.B.Shaw Western Theatre Club Kuala Lumpur English 1960  N/A
Recital of Scenes from 
Shakespeare 
Shakespeare Western The Arts Council, Federation 
of Malaya 
English               
1960 
 1
Roger (double bill with 
'The Fish') 
Maurice Ember Western  Theatre Club Kuala Lumpur English          
1960 
 2
The Fish (double bill with Y.Cabrol Western Theatre Club Kuala Lumpur English 1960  2
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Antigone - Play Reading Sophocles Western MATG English 1960 $1.00 - 
0.50 
2
Two Dozen Red Roses Kenneth Horne Western Theatre Club Kuala Lumpur English 1960  2
The Tempest Shakespeare Western Victoria Institute Drama 
Society 
English 1960  N/A
Shadow of a Gunman Sean O'Casey Western MATG English 1960 $1, 
0.50 
N/A
Salome (Double Bill with 
The Happy Journey) 
Oscar Wilde Western  MATG English 1960  N/A
The Happy Journey (double 
bill with Salome) 
Thornton Wilder Western MATG English 1960  N/A
Iolanthe W.S. Gilbert Western Philharmonic Society of 
Selangor 
English               
1960 
 
Dial M for Murder Frederick Knott Western Theatre Club Kuala Lumpur English 1960  3
Simon and Laura  Western Causeway Players English          
1960 
 N/A
The Rivals RB Sheridan Western MATG English 1960  N/A
Waters of the Lethe - 
Double Bill with Antigone 
Frank Sladen-Smith Western LIDRA English 1960  N/A
Antigone (double bill with 
The Waters of Lethe) 
Jean Anouilh Western Literary and Dramatic Society 
University of Malaya 
English 1960  N/A
Affairs of The State Louis Vessuil Western Theatre Club Kuala Lumpur English 1960  N/A
Four Winds Alex Atkinson Western Malacca Theatre Workshop English 1960  N/A
Ali Baba and the Forty 
Thieves 
 Western  Seremban Garrison Players English 1960  N/A
Julius Caesar Shakespeare Western MATG English 1961  N/A
White Horse Inn  Western  Philharmonic Society of 
Selangor 
English 1961  N/A
The Bald Primadonna - 
double bill with The Lesson
Ionesco Western MATG English 1961  2
Night Must Fall Emlyn Williams Western Theatre Club Kuala Lumpur English 1961  N/A
Alice L.Carroll, adpt. for stage 
by Donald Davies 
Western MATG English 1961  N/A
Sacrifice R.Tagore Asian  Thangadurai for MATG English 1961  N/A
An Inspector Called Priestley Western Causeway Players English 1961  N/A
Juno and the Peacock - 
Play reading 
Sean O'Casey Western MATG English 1961  0
Beside the Seaside  Western   Seremban Garrison Players English          
1961 
 N/A
Jonah and the Wale James Birdie Western Victoria Institute Society of 
Drama 
English 1961  N/A
The Chiltern Hundreds William D Home Western Theatre Club Kuala Lumpur English          
1961 
 N/A
Julius Caesar Shakespeare Western MATG English 1961  N/A
The Rivals  Western Maxwell School Drama 
Society 
English 1961 $2 N/A
Dumb Waiter - double bill 
with 'Still Life' 
Harold Pinter Western Theatre Club Kuala Lumpur English 1961  3
Still Life - double bill with 
'Dumb Waiter' 
Noel Coward Western  Theatre Club Kuala Lumpur English 1961  3
Importance of Being Ernest Oscar Wilde Western  Seremban Garrison English 1961  N/A
Witness for the Prosecution Agatha Christie Wester n National Union of Teachers English 1961  321
Three Angels  Western Theatre Club Kuala Lumpur English 1961  N/A
The Imperial Nightingale  Western Penang Players English 1961  N/A
Our Town Thornton Wilder Western MATG English 1961  N/A
The White Horse Inn  Western Philharmonic Society of 
Selangor 
English 1961  N/A
Princess Kwei Ying Traditional Chinese Asian  Jesuit Fathers English                N/A
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Opera  1961 
Exile of the Prince of 
Ayodhya (2nd canto of the 
Ramayana) 
trans. By SM Pommiah Asian  UM Tamil Society English 1961 $5,3,2 N/A
Playbill Terrence Rattigan Western  English 1961  N/A
Amahl and the Nigh 
Visitors 
Giancarlo Menotti Western Malaysian Christian Council English 1961  N/A
The Caine Mutiny Court 
Martial 
 Western MATG English 1961  N/A
       
Breath of Spring Peter Coke  Western   KLTC English 1962  N/A
Merchant of Venice Shakespeare Western Methodist Boys School English 1962  N/A
The Diary of A Scoundrel  Western MATG English 1962  N/A
La Machinee Infernale Jean Cocteau Western Victoria Institute Drama 
Society 
English 1962  N/A
Grand National Night  Western  KLTC English 1962  N/A
Born Yesterday Garson Kanin Western    English 1962  N/A
A 100 Years Old  Spanish play 
trans. Eng 
Penang Players English 1962  0
The Pirates of Penzance Gilbert and Sullivan Western Philharmonic Society of 
Selangor 
English          
1962 
  N/A
The Life of Hercules Page 
One (double Bill with 
'Roger') 
 Western  English 1962  N/A
Roger (double bill with 
'The Life of Hercules Page 
One) 
Toni Meredith Western KLTC English 1962  N/A
A Night at An Inn (triple 
bill with 'The Proposal' and 
'Krapps Last Tape') 
 Western MATG English 1962  N/A
Krapps Last Tape (triple 
bill with 'A Night At An Inn' 
and 'The Proposal') 
Beckett Western MATG English 1962  N/A
The Proposal (triple bill 
with 'A Night at an Inn' and 
'Krapp's Last Tape') 
Chekov Western MATG English 1962  N/A
The Drunkard WH Smith and A. 
Gentleman 
Western KLTC English 1962  N/A
Dangerous Corner JB Priestley Western Malacca Theatre Workshop English               
1962 
 N/A
Merchant of Venice Shakespeare Western MATG English 1962  N/A
Five Finger Exercise Peter Shaffer Western  KLTC English 1962  N/A
The Doctors Dilemma G.B.Shaw Western MATG English 1962  N/A
The Calf before the Horse 
Workshop production, 
(triple bill with 'And Then 
There   Were None and 
Playgoers) 
Yves Cabrol Western  English 1962  N/A
And then there were none 
(three workshop plays -
'Playgoers' and 'The calf 
before the Hearse') 
RF Delderfield Western KLTC English 1962  N/A
Playgoers - (three 
workshop plays -'And then 
there were none' and 'The 
calf before the Hearse') 
Arthur Pinero Western KLTC English 1962  N/A
The Merry Widow  Western Philharmonic Society of 
Selangor 
English 1963  N/A
The Doctors Dilemma G B Shaw Western MATG English 1963  N/A
Separate Tables Terrence Rattigan Western KLTC English 1963  N/A
She Stoops to Conquer  Western Kuantan Arts Theatre Group English                N/A
 IV
  
            
 











        PLAY PLAYWRIGHT 
1963 
Summer of the Seventeenth 
Doll 
Ray Lawler  Western  MATG English 1963  N/A
Not in the Book Arthur Watkayn Western KLTC English          
1963 
 N/A
Bedtime Story Sean O'Casey Western   KLTC English 1963  N/A
The Heiress Ruth and Augustus 
Goetz 
Western MATG English 1963  N/A
Taming of the Shrew Shakespeare Western Malayan Teachers Training 
College` 
English 1963  N/A
You Can't Take it with You Moss Hart Western  Seremban Garrison Players English          
1963 
 N/A
Mashuri Tunku Abdul Rahman Malaysian  Social Welfare Department English  1963 $2, 3 N/A
The Servant of Two 
Masters 
Goldoni Western LIDRA English 1963 $2/4     
N/A
Blithe Spirit Noel Coward Western   KLTC English 1963  N/A




MATG English 1963  N/A
Julius Ceaser Shakespeare Western Malaysian Teacher’s College, 
Glugur Penang 
English 1964  N/A
Macbeth - Bugis B Shakespeare Western Maxwell School Drama 
Society 
English 1964  N/A
A Comedy of Errors Shakespeare Western  MATG English          
1964 
 N/A
The Glass Menagerie Tennessee Williams Western KLTC English 1964  N/A
H.M.S Pinafore  Western Malaysian Teacher’s College, 
Glugur Penang 
English 1964  N/A
Hassan Fletcher Western MATG and Dewan Bahasa 
dan Pustaka 
English 1964  N/A
The Amorous Prawn  Western Penang Players English 1964  N/A
Vagabond King W.H. Post and Brian 
Hooker 
Western Philharmonic Society of 
Selangor 
English 1964  N/A
Murder without  a Crime  Western KLTC English 1964  N/A
Creditors August Strindberg Western LIDRA English 1964  4
The Bald Prima Donna Ionesco Western LIDRA English          
1964 
 4
Next Time I'll Sing to You James Saunders Western MATG English          
1964 
 N/A
Tunnel of Love Joseph Fields and Peter 
De Vries 
Western KLTC English          
1964 
 N/A
Laila Sari Aziz Wok   English 1964  N/A
Ali Baba and the Forty 
Thieves 
David Burton Western MATG  and KLTC English 1964  11
The Constant Wife Somerset Maughm Western KLTC English 1965  N/A
Ten Little Niggers Agatha Christie Western Penang Players English 1965  N/A
Hobson's Choice Harold Brighouse Western MATG English          
1965 
 N/A
The Winslow Boy Terrence Rattigan Western Methodist Boys School English 1965  N/A
The Gentle Rain (three one 
act plays - The End of the 
Beginnng and The Man in 
the Bowler Hat) 
   English 1965  N/A
The End of the Beginning 
(three one act plays - The 
Man in the Bowler Hat and 
The Gentle Rain) 
Sean O'Casey Western KLTC English 1965  N/A
The Man in the Bowler Hat 
(three one act plays - The 
AA Milne Western KLTC English 1965  N/A
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End of the Beginning and 
the Gentle Rain) 
Something To Hide Leslie Sands Western  KLTC English 1965  N/A
The Giaconda Smile - play 
reading 
A. Huxley Western  KLTC English 1965  N/A
The Rape of the Belt - play 
reading 
 Western KLTC English 1965  N/A
Trial By Jury Gilbert and Sullivan Western Malaysian Theatres' Training 
College 
English               
1965 
 N/A
The Land of Smiles  Western Liberal Arts Society English          
1965 
 N/A
Brigadoon  Western   Philharmonic Society of 
Selangor 
English 1965  
The Private Ear : Peter 
Shaffer Double Bill with 
The Public Eye 
Peter Shaffer Western  KLTC English 1965  N/A
The Public Eye : Peter 
Shaffer Double Bill with the 
Private Ear 
Peter Shaffer Western  KLTC English 1965  N/A
Waiting for Godot Beckett Western LIDRA English 1965  3
Hamlet Shakespeare Western MATG English 1965  8
ALL MY SONS A. Miller Western KLTC English 1965  N/A
Mother Goose  Western MATG English 1965  N/A
The Student Prince  Western Liberal Arts Society English 1966  N/A
Dr Knock Jules Romains 
(Malaynized by Felicity 
Haigh) 
Western LIDRA English  1966  N/A
Sinbad the Sailor  Western Penang Arts Council and the 
Penang Players 
English          
1966 
 N/A
Concert of Operatic 
Excerpts 
 Western Philharmonic Society of 
Selangor 
English 1966  N/A
Doctor in the House Ted Willis Western Kuala Lumur Theatre Club English 1966  3
Arise O Youth! Edward Dorall Malaysian VI Cultural Society English          
1966 
 2
Show Boat - A Musical Kern and Hammerstein Western UM & The Malayan 
Teachers' College Music 
Societies 
English 1966  3
Romeo and Juliet Shakespeare Western MATG English 1966  N/A
Saint's Day John Whiting Western LIDRA English 1967  N/A
Cavalcade of Music  Western   Philharmonic Society of 
Selangor 
English          
1967 
 N/A
H.M.S PINAFORE Gilbert and Sullivan Western Philharmonic Society of 
Selangor 
English 1967  N/A
Dick Whittington and his 
cat 
Wifred Miller Western  Theatre Club and MATG English 1967  N/A
A Tiger Is Loose in Our 
Community 
Edward Dorall Malaysian   English 1967  N/A
Max Adrian as George 
Bernard Shaw 
 Western Malaysian Drama Council 
and British Council 
English 1967  N/A
Charley's Aunt Brandon Thomas Western   The Liberal Arts Society English 1967  N/A
ANNIE GET YOUR GUN  Western The Liberal Arts Society English 1967  N/A
Rape of the Belt Benn W. Levy Western KLTC English 1967  3
The Young Must Be Strong Edward Dorall Malaysian  English 1967  N/A
Abstraction BH Chamberlain - 




MATG English 1967 RM0.5
0 
1
Gallows Man Runar Schildt (Sweden) Western MATG English 1967 RM0.5
0 
1
The Birthday Party Pinter Western  LIDRA English 1967  3
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A Mosaic of Melody & 
Dance 
 Western Sigme Syme  1967  1
The Clay Model Patrick Yeoh Malaysian  
 
LIDRA English 1968  N/A
Cavalcade of Music  Western   Philharmonic Society of 
Selangor 
English 1968  N/A
Lela Mayang Raja Ismail Iskander. 
Translated into English 
by  K.Das, Adibah 
Amin 
Malaysian MATG English 1968  3
The Beaux Stratagem George Farquhar Western The Klang Theatre Workshop English 1968  N/A
La Belle Helene Jacques Offenbach Western Philharmonic Society of 
Selangor 
English 1968  N/A
Shadows and Substance: 
All The Perfumes 
K Das Malaysian  MATG English 1968  3
Shadows and Substance: 
Another Way Out 
Lawrence Langer Western  MATG English 1968  3
The Frogs Aristophanes Western Liberal Arts Society English 1968  6
Flower Drum Song C.Y Lee Asian UM Music Society English 1968  5
Son of Zen Lee Joo For Malaysia 
 
 English 1968  N/A
An Evening with Chekhov Chekhov Western MATG, LIDRA and the 
Pickwickians 
English 1968  3
Malaysian Theatre Arts 
Group Playwriting Contest 
launched in 1969 under the 
"Brains Trust" program(?) 
   English 1969  N/A
Much Ado About Something 
- triple bill with The 
Reluctant Dr and Simon 
Patrick Yeoh Malaysian  LIDRA English 1969  N/A
Room with Paper Flowers Goh Poh Seng Asian  LIDRA English 1969  N/A
Simon - Triple Bill with The 
Reluctant Doctor and Much 
Ado About Something 
August Strindberg Western LIDRA English 1969  N/A
The Reluctant Doctor - 
triple bill with Much Ado 
About Something and 
Simon 
Moliere Western  LIDRA English 1969  N/A
The Respectable Prostitute John Paul Sartre Western LIDRA English 1969  N/A
THE MORE WE GET 
TOGETHER 
Syed Alwi Syed Hassan Malaysian 
 
MATG English 1969  4
The King and I  Western Philharmonic Society of 
Selangor 
English 1969  N/A
The Recruiting Officer  Western Klang Theatre Workshop English 1969  N/A
Dock Brief  Western British  Council English 1969  N/A
The Explosion and Four 
Left 
Lee Joo For Malaysian Lee Joo For and the New 
Actors Group 
English 1969  N/A
Excerpts from Dr Fan   Siva Subramaniam Players English 1969  N/A
An Wilderness - Excerpts  Western International School KL English  1969  N/A
The Proposal  Western Kanan Menon Players English          
1969 
     
N/A
Sotowa Komachi Japanese Noh Play Asian  MATG English 1969  N/A
The Life Long Aim Kanan Menon Malaysian  Kanan Menon Players English 1969  N/A
Bajar Patrick Yeoh Malaysian  The Partick Yeoh Players English 1969  N/A 
Henry The 5th - Excerpts Shakespeare Western UM English Dept English          
1969 
 N/A
The Reluctant Doctor  Western UM English Dept English 1969  N/A
The Price f Perfection  Western  Bukit Nanas School English 1969  N/A
Two Gentlemen of Soho  Western KLTC English 1969  N/A
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A Maid to Marry  Western  LIDRA English 1969  N/A
Stools Patrick Yeoh Malaysian  
 
LIDRA English 1969  N/A
The Hour of The Dog Edward Dorall Malaysian  English 1970  N/A
Showboat  Western Philharmonic Society of 
Selangor 
English 1970  N/A
Sacrifice R.Tagore Asian  Kilat Club English 1970  N/A
A Fireside Story Kanan Menon Malaysian  English 1970  N/A
I Remember Mama John Van Druten Western The International School of 
Kuala Lumpur 
English 1970  N/A
Rashomon  Asian Malaysian Drama Council Bahasa 
Malaysia and 
English 
1970 $2 ; $1     
N/A
Two Lee Joo For Plays - Di 
Bayangan-Bayangan Telok 
Anson 
Lee Joo For Malaysian Language Institute Bahasa 
Malaysia 
1970  N/A
Two Lee Joo For Plays - 
The Explosion and Four 
Left 
Lee Joo For Malaysian 
 
Language Institute English 1970  N/A
The Disappearance Lee Joo For Malaysia 
 
Malaysian Drama Council English 1970  N/A
The Need to Be Patrick Yeoh Malaysian  MATG English 1970  N/A
The Boy Friend Sandy Wilson Western The British Council English 1970  4
The Proposal Chekov Western ACS Ipoh English 1970  N/A
Summer in the Country 
(double bill with The 
Harmfulness of Tobacco) 
Chekov Western Malaysian Drama Council English 1970  N/A
The Harmfulness of 
Tobacco (double bill with 
Summer in the Country ) 
Chekov Western Malaysian Drama Council English 1970  N/A
Zoo Story Albee Western Malaysian Drama Council English 1970  N/A
Heaven and Earth Philip Johnson Western  Malaysian Drama Council English 1970  N/A
The Swan Song  Western Malaysian Drama Council English 1970  N/A
       
The Halter Lee Joo For Malaysian Adele Salinger Players English 1970  N/A
The Man with the Green 
Necktie 





One Hot Night  Western Kilat Arts Group English 1970  N/A
Where are you going  Western Malaysian Drama Council English 1970  N/A
The Brain Drain  Western The Avante Gardes English 1970  N/A
The Hour of the Dog Edward Dorall Malaysian  LIDRA English 1970  N/A
Nero has Risen Lee Joo For Malaysian  Malaysian Drama Council English 1970  N/A
The Government Inspector 
(excerpt) 
 Western Kuantan Arts Theatre Group English 1970  N/A
Loot Joe Orton Western Malaysian Drama Council English 1970  N/A
The Man who came to 
Dinner 
Kaufman-Moss Hart Western Malaysian Drama Council English 1970  N/A
The Proposal  Western Penang Players English 1970  N/A
A Passage to India EM Forster Western MATG English 1970  N/A
Oliver - The Musical  Western Philharmonic Society of 
Selangor 
English 1970  8
The Crucible  Arthur Miller Western   English 1971  N/A
Poison, Passion and 
Petrifaction 
G.B.Shaw Western LIDRA English 1971  N/A
Harvey Mary Chase Western  Drama Club of Sekolah 
Antarabangsa Kuala Lumpur 
English 1971  4
Genta Rasa - Five Day 
Festival 
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Cross Purpose Camus Western LIDRA English 1971  N/A
The Ghost (double bill with 
The Intellectual Ladies) 
Plautus Western  ITM English 1971  3
The Intellectual Ladies 
(double bill with The 
Ghost) 
Moliere Western  ITM English 1971  
Hello Dolly  Western  Philharmonic Society of 
Selangor 
English 1971  N/A
Oedipus and Antigone  Western  English 1972  N/A
Midsummer Medley  Western Philharmonic Society  1972  N/A
Comedy Custard : Come 
into The Garden, Maud 
Neol Coward Western  Malaysian Drama Council English 1972  3
The Visit Friedrich Durrenmatt Western LIDRA English          
1972 
 N/A
Oklahoma Rodgers and 
Hammerstein 
Western Philharmonic Society Of 
Selangor 
English 1972  N/A
Journey Monsieur Perrichon Western    1973  N/A
The Friends Arnold Wesker Western LIDRA English 1973  N/A
He Who Gets Slapped Leonid Andreyev Western   English 1973  N/A
An Italian Straw Hat  Western   English 1973  N/A
Children's Theatre   LIDRA English 1973  N/A
The Wizard of Oz L. Frank Baum Western  Philharmonic Society of 
Selangor 
English 1973  N/A
The Situation of the Man 
who Stabbed a Dummy or a 
Woman and was Disarmed 
by the Members of the Club 
for a Reason Yet Obscure, 
it There was one 
Kee Thuan Chye Malaysian   English 1974  N/A
The Miracle Worker William Gibson Western KLTC Bahasa 
Malaysia 
1974  N/A
The Birds Aristophanes (adapted 
for M'sian stage) 
Western KLTC English 1974  N/A
The Foolishness of God Edward Dorall Malaysian 
 
KLTC English 1974  N/A
A Man's Man  Western  LIDRA English  1974  N/A
Dandy Dick Arthur Pincro Western Malaysian Drama Council English 1974  N/A
The Caucasian Chalk 
Circle 
Brecht Western University Malaya English 1974  4




Rhinoceros Eugene Ionesco Western  English 1975  N/A
Twelfth Night Shakespeare Western  English 1975 free 
Lower Depths Maxim Gorki Western  KLTC in association with 
University Malaya 
English 1975  4
Harmfulness of Tobacco Chekhov Western KLTC English 1975  N/A
Oil Impan Albert Florentino Western KLTC English  
1975 
 N/A
On Judgment Day  Western KLTC English 1975  N/A
Sorry Wrong Number  Western KLTC English 1975  N/A
Tak Pernah Terlalu Lambat  Malaysian KLTC Bahasa 
Malaysia 
1975  N/A
Uncle Vanya Chekhov Western KLTC  1975  N/A
Wedding Dance Amador Daguilo 
(Philippines) 
Asian  KLTC English 1975  N/A
Othello Shakespeare Western Donald Davies In Association 
with The British Council 
English 1975  3
The School for Scandal Richard Brinsley 
Sheridan 
Western Donald Davies in association 
with the British Council 
English 1975  4
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Narumaki Kee Thaun Chye, 
adapted from Kabuki 
Malaysian/A
sian  
 English 1976  N/A
Gbana -Bendu Pat Amadu Maddy African  Phoenix 61 English 1976  N/A
The Merry Widow Franz Lehar Western Malaysian Drama Council English 1976  5
Under Milk Wood Dylan Thomas Western KLTC English 1976  6
The Barrettes Of Wimpole 
Street 
Rudolf Besier Western Donald Davies English   1976  3
The Insect Play Brothers Ca'pek Western LIDRA English 1976 RM2 & 
RM 1 
3
Waiting for Godot Beckett Western KLTC English 1976 RM5 & 
RM3 
3
Sleuth Anthony Shaffer Western Doland Davies English 1976  3
Cinderella Margaret Sambhi & 
Gino Miranda 
Western  Philharmonic Society of 
Selangor 
English 1976  8
Antigone Jean Anouilh Western   1977  N/A
Eyeballs, Leper and A Very 
Dead Spider 
Kee Thuan Chye Malaysian   English 1977  N/A
Kelana Phoenix Wayang 
Kulit Troupe formed 
 Malaysian    1977  N/A
The Battles of Coxinga Chikamatsu 
Monsaemon 
Asian    1977  N/A
Camelot – Musical Lerner and Loewe Western   Donald Davies English 1977  7
Lady White Snake Chin San Sooi Malaysian   English 1977  N/A
You're A Good Man 
Charlie Brown 
Clark Gesner Western The Malaysian American 
Society 
English 1977  4
Roots : . Lady White Snake Chin San Sooi Malaysian Family Planning Association English 1977  4
Roots : Meminang Puteri 
Siti Dewi (Wayang Kulit ) 
from the Ramayana Asian  Family Planning Association BM Dialect 1977  4
As You Like It Shakespeare Western Donald Davies and the British 
Council 
English 1977  4
The Birthday Party Pinter Western  LIDRA English 1977 RM1 & 
RM 2 
3
Ring Round the Moon Jean Anouilh (trans by 
Christopher Fry) 
Western Malaysian Drama Council English 1978  3
Hammersteins Broadway - 
Musical 
Hammerstein Western Philharmonic Society of 
Selangor 
English 1978  2
Night Must Fall Emlyn Williams Western Library Association of 
Malaysia 
English 1978  5
The Propitious Kidnapping 
of the Cultured Daughter 
Lee Joo For Malaysian USM English 1978  N/A
The Fantasticks - Musical Schmidt and Jones Western Phoenix 61 English 1978  2
Azad dan Gergasi -   
Through Malaysian Eyes 
Festival of Malaysian Plays
Mohd Izhar Abdullah Malaysian  LIDRA Bahasa 
Malaysia 
1978  3
Beg Sakti -  Through 
Malaysian Eyes Festival of 
Malaysian Plays-  
Lois Long Malaysian 
 
LIDRA English 1978  3
Berjagong-Jagong di 
London Sebelum Masa 
Padi Di Malaysia - 
Through Malaysian Eyes 
Festival of Malaysian Plays
Abdul Malik bin Abdul 
Hamid 
Malaysian  LIDRA Bahasa 
Malaysia 
1978  3
Bulan Tetap Bersinar -
Through Malaysian Eyes 
Festival of Malaysian 
Plays-  
Noordin Hassan Malaysian  LIDRA Bahasa 
Malaysia 
1978  3
Menuju Ke Utara - 
Through Malaysian Eyes 
Festival of Malaysian Plays





To Hatch A Swan - 
Through Malaysian Eyes 
Stella Kon Asian  LIDRA English 1978  3
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Festival of Malaysian Plays
When the Sun sits on the 
Branches of that Jambu 
Three -Through Malaysian 
Eyes Festival of Malaysian 
Plays
Lee Joo For Malaysian LIDRA English 1978  3
The Battles of Coxinga Chikamatsu 
Monsaemon, Bunraku 
Theatre. trans. By 
Donals Keene 
Asian  Phoenix 61  1979  N/A
Tak Kotak-Kotak - 
Children's Theatre 
Siti Fauziah adapting 
German play by Paul 
Maar 
Malaysian TIE3 Bahasa 
Malaysia 
1979  N/A





Goodbye my Gentle - Pesta 
Mini Asean   
Wifrido D Nolledo Asian  Theatre Class UM English 1979  N/A
Innocent Crimes - Pesta 
Mini Asean -  
Ong Yoke Joo Asian  Theatre Class UM English 1979  N/A
Pesta Mini Asean - Birds of 
A Feather 
Stella Kon Asian  Theatre Class UM English 1979  N/A
View from Origins - Pesta 
Mini Asean -  
A.G. Hufana Asian Theatre Class UM English 1979  N/A
Time and Again Alan Ayckborne Western Liberal Arts Society English 1979  N/A
Irama Dendam (double bill 
with Barabah) 
Taufik Al Hakim African KLTC Workshop Students Bahasa 
Malaysia 
1979 $1 N/A
The Happy Apple Jack Pullman Western KLTC English 1979 RM5.0
0 
Happy Apple  Western  KLTC English 1980  N/A
Perhiasan Kaca (Glass 
Menagerie) 
Tennessee Williams Western KLTC Bahasa 
Malaysia 
1980  N/A
Sri Ayu Faridah Fung Chui Lin Malaysian  DBP and KBN Bahasa 
Malaysia 
1980 free N/A
Twelve Angry Men Reginald Rose Western KLTC English 1980  3
Suddenly at Home Frances Durbridge Western Liberal Arts Society English 1980  N/A
Frogways Marcel Nunis Malaysian  M and M Song Factory English 1980 $5, 3 N/A
Ride! Ride ! Thornhill and Thwaites Western Wesley & Trinity Methodist 
Churches 
English 1980  5
The Little Clay Cart Sanskrit Comedy Asian   English 1980  N/A
The Spirit of the Night  Western LIDRA  1980  N/A
The Miser Moliere Western  KLTC English 1980 RM10 5
4 ABSURD PLAYS Kobo Abe, Camus, 
Ionesco, Lee Joo For 
Malaysian  Theatre Class, UM English 1980  N/A
The Private Ear : 2 plays 
by Peter Shaffer (double 
bill with The Private Eye) 
Peter Shaffer Western  Liberal Arts Society English 1980  4
The Public Eye : 2 plays by 
Peter Shaffer (double bill 
with The Private Ear) 
Peter Shaffer Western  Liberal Arts Society English 1980  4
Oklahoma - Musical Rodgers and 
Hammerstein 
Western Philharmonic Society of 
Selangor 
English 1980  7
Rosencrantz and 
Guildenstern Are Dead 
Tom Stoppard Western  English          
1981 
 N/A
I Have Not Forgotten the 
Dumb 
Devised by Leow Puay 
Tin & Shanthini 
Kandiah 
Malaysian  Phoenix 61 English 1981  N/A
The Importance of Being 
Earnest 
Oscar Wilde Western  Liberal Arts Society English 1981 RM 6 4




Kami English          
1981 
RM5 4
Equus Peter Shaffer Western American Universities English 1981 RM10/ 7
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A Tribute to Rabindranath 
Tagore 
Rabindranath Tagore   Asian  KLTC in assoc. With 
MACLALS 
English 1981  1
The Struggle of the Naga 
Tribe 
W.S. Rendra Asian  Maclals English 1981 RM5/ 
RM3 
3
Magic Feather Boa Rebecca Reisert Western Theatre Class UM English 1981          
Rose Tatto (double bill with 
Magic Feather Boa) 
Tennessee Williams Western Theatre Class UM English 1981  N/A
Sakharam Binder Vijay Tendulkar Asian  Kami English 1981 RM 4 - 
RM6 
5
Krapps Last Tapes Beckette Western  English 1981  N/A
Lady White Snake Chin San Sooi Malaysian  Seremban District Drama and 
Music Society 
English 1982  N/A
Sakuntala Kalidasa Asian Educational Welfare and 
Research Foundation, in 
coop. W the Temple of Fine 
Arts 
English 1982  5
Seascape Edward Albee Western Liberal Arts Society English 1982 $6.00 N/A
Hello Dolly - Musical Steward and Herman Western Philharmonic Society of 
Selangor 
English 1982  7
Twelfth Night or "What You 
Will" 
Shakespeare Western Epiphany Players English 1982 RM5/3/
2 
3
An Inspector Calls Priestley Malaysian  Philharmonic Society of 
Selangor 
English 1982  3
The Lion and The Jewel - 
Two Wole Soyinka Plays, 
(double bill with The 
Strong Breed )  
Wole Soyinka African  Theatre Class UM English 1982 free  N/A
The Strong Breed  - Two 
Wole Soyinka Plays (double 
bill with The Lion and The 
Jewel) 
Wole Soyinka African  Theatre Class UM English 1982 free N/A
Mosquito;Aspallela; 
Mystery in a Was Musuem; 
Court Trial ; To Marry My 
Daughter; Birch Who Dies 
Twice 
various  ITM Pre Dip Mass Comm 
and Dip Law 
English 1982 free N/A
Rhapsody in Rhythm - 
Musical Variety 
various Western Philharmonic Society of 
Selangor  
English 19-82  N/A
The Three Rats Alfredo Guerrero Western KL Theatre Company English 1983  N/A
Icarus and the Flight of a 
Thousand Swans 
Peter Subramaniam Malaysian 
 
Anglo Chinese School Ipoh English 1983 RM1,2, 
5, 10 
2




Tikam-Tikam : And the 
Grandmother Said 
Leow Puay Tin  Malaysian   English 1983  2
The Proposal Chekhov Western KL Chamber Music Players English 1983 RM 5 - 
10 
N/A
Separate Tables Terrence Rattigan Western  English 1983 RM 7 
& 3 
3
A Doll's House Ibsen Western  The J.C.Forou Ensemble English 1983 RM 
10/6/3 
6
The Mousetrap Agatha Christie Western Crown Players English 1983 RM15/ 
RM6 
5
The Servant of Two 
Masters 




Once Upon a Showtime - 
Musical 
excerpts Western Philharmonic Society of 
Selangor 
English 1983 $ 13 8
The Apostle   Assumption Church Youth English 1983  2
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People are Living There Athol Fugard African Kami English 1983 $ 4 / 8 5
Chamber Music Arthur Kopit Western   Liberal Arts Society English 1983 RM 25, 
15, 10 
My Three Angels based on Albert 
Husson's Cuisine des 
Angels 
Western Chahayasuara Community 
Centre 
English 1983 RM 6 
& 10 
N/A
My Three Angels Sam and Bella Spewack Western Cahayasuara English 1983  3
Ashgar - The Temple is 
Burning 
Peter and Paul 
Subramaniam 
Malaysian Anglo Chinese School English 084 RM 12, 
10, 5,3
N/A
My Three Angels Sam and Bella Spewack Western Cahayasuara English 16-Feb-84 RM6, 
RM10 
3




The Cord K S Maniam Malaysian  Five Arts Centre English 1984  7
Long Day's Journey into 
Night 
Eugene O'Neil Western Kami & Maclals English 1984 RM10 4
Cry Beloved Country Alan Paton Asian/Africa
n 
Maclals English 1984  N/A
Merchant of Venice 
(excerpts) 
Shakespeare Western Maclals English 1984  N/A
The Cord K.S.Maniam Malaysian Five Arts Centre English 1984  N/A
Broadway Melody - 
Musical 
 Western   Philharmonic Society of 
Selangor 
English 1984  3





Loves A Luxury   Malacca Theatre Group English 1984  N/A
The Cord K.S Maniam Malaysian Five Arts Centre English 1984 0 N/A
Emily of Emerald Hill Stella Kon Asian  Five Arts Centre English / 
Multilingual 
1984  4
Joseph and the Amazing 
Technicolor dreamcoat - 
Musical 
Rice and Webber Western Philharmonic Society of 
Selangor 
English 1984  4
One Wild Oat  Western Malacca Theatre Group English 1985  N/A
The Secretary Bird Willam Douglas Home Western  English 1985 RM 10, 
5 
N/A
1984 Here and Now Kee Thuan Chye Malaysian Five Arts Centre English 1985 RM5 - 
RM10 
5
The Other Side Leow Puay Tin Malaysian Five Arts Centre English 1985  N/A
Kipas Tangan Yukio Mishima Asian   Bahasa 
Malaysia 
1985 Free 2
Images Paul Subramaniam Malaysian Ipoh Theatre Group English 1985  N/A
Blithe Spirit Noel Coward Western   Malacca Theatre Group English 1985 RM 10, 
5 
N/A
Breakout K.S. Maniam Malaysian  LIDRA  1985  N/A
Yap Ah Loy Chin San Sooi Malaysian Five Arts Centre English  1985  8
The Cord (abridged 
version) 
K.S Maniam Malaysian Five Arts Centre English 1986 free 1




Five Arts Centre & 
MACLALS 
English 1986 RM10 3
The Coffin is Too Big For 
the Hole 
Kuo Pao Kun Asian Five Arts Centre & Practice 




Carmen Bizet Western     1986  0
Adorations - Dance Theatre Ramli Ibrahim (in 
collaboration with 
Rodney Hall of 
Australia 
Malaysian  Sutra English 1986 RM20, 
10, 5 
3
Dokter Gadungan Malay adaptation of 
Moliere play 





Malam Taufik Al Hakim - Taufik Al Hakim African  80s Drama Centre Bahasa 1986  N/A
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two plays "Makamah 
Keadilian" and "Irama 
Dendam" 
Malaysia 
A Thousand Planks Collective Malaysian  Pentas Drama Kreatif English 1986 RM3 2
An Unlikely Couple - 
Double Bill: The Dock 
Brief 
J. Mortimer Western  Waverly Productions / Liberal 
Arts Association 
English 1986 RM 8 3
Hello Jerry - Musical 
tribute to Jerry Herman 
Jerry Herman Western Philharmonic Society of 
Selangor 
English 1986 RM 10 4
Morning In Night Chin San Sooi Malaysian Five Arts Centre in asso. With 
Anglo Chinese School (Ipoh) 
MAD Society 
English 1986  2
Uproar in the House  Western Malacca Theatre Group English 1986  N/A
Hello Again to "Hello 
Jerry" 
Jerry Herman Western Philharmonic Society of 
Selangor  
English 1986 RM 10 
and 15 
N/A
The Odd Couple Neil Simon Western   English 1986  N/A
The Cord K.S Maniam Malaysian  Five Arts Centre English 1986  N/A
Papagence Michael Diack's 
abridged version of 
Mozart's The Magic 
Flute 
Western  Operafest and the Penang 
Arts Chorus 
English 1986  N/A
Passion, Poison and 
Petrifaction - 1987 UM 
Theatre Class: 3 plays 
G.B. Shaw Western LIDRA English 1987 free 2
The Lesson - 1987 UM 
Theatre Class: 3 plays 
Eugene Ionesco Western LIDRA English 1987  2
The Stronger - 1987 UM 
Theatre Class: 3 plays 
August Strindberg Western LIDRA English 1987  2
The Teahouse of the August 
Moon 
John Patrick Western Liberal Arts Society English 1987 $10, 
15, 20 
4




1987 RM 10/ 
RM 5 
4
Absent Friends Alan Ayckbourn Western Liberal Arts Society English 1987  N/A
Three Children Leow Puay Tin Malaysian Shell KL Drama Group English 1987  2
Zen Substitute Okamura Shiko Asian  Yayasan Seni English 1987 RM20, 
10 5 
N/A
Requiem Faure Western Operafest  1987  N/A
Peter's Passionate Pursuit Eleanor Wong Asian  Five Arts Centre English 1987 RM 15/ 
RM 10
5
Uda dan Dara Usmang Awang 
(translated from BM by 
UPM Students) 
Malaysian UPD Education Faculty 
Students 
English 987  N/A
The Return of Caught in the 
Middle Part One (The 
Return) 





Inch by Inch collective Malaysian  Pentas English / 
Multilingual 
1987 RM2 
Emily on Emerald Hill Stella Kon Asian   English / 
Multilingual 
1987  N/A
Arsenic and Lace  Western Malacca Theatre Group English 1987  N/A
Guys and Dolls - Musical Frank Loesser Western Philharmonic Society of 
Selangor 
English 1987  14
The Sandpit (Workshop 
Performance) 
K.S Maniam Malaysian Five Arts Centre English 1988  N/A
The Sandpit (workshop 
production) 
K.S Maniam Malaysian  Five Arts Centre English 1988  N/A
The Father August  Strindberg Western  Theatre Class '88 UM English 1988  N/A
A Passage to India Santha Rama Rau based 
on EM Foster 
Asian/Weste
rn 
Liberal Arts Society English 1988  4
Friends Abe Kobo Asian  Kami English 1988  5
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Malaysia Ku- musical Anita Gordon Malaysian  Sun Swee Productions English 1988 RM500
0- 1000
N/A
Sleuth Anthony Shaffer Western Yayasan Seni English 1988  N/A




Three Children and Two 
Grandmothers 




Hiroshima- Never Again  Malaysian    1988  N/A
For The Time Being 
(double bill with Makan 
Angin) 
Maureen Ten Malaysian   English 1988  N/A
Makan Angin  devised Malaysian  Mind Stuff English 1988  N/A
The Millionairess G.B. Shaw Western Liberal Arts Society English 1988 $10 3
Tanah Benar Kit Leee Malaysian   English 1989  0
The Mikado - Musical Gilbert and Sullivan Western Philharmonic Society of 
Selangor 
English 1989  5
Romeo and Juliet Shakespeare Western Liberal Arts Society English 1989  4
Norm and Ahmed Alexander Buzo Western The Actors Studio Theatre English 1989  4
Old Times Harold Pinter Western Maclals English 1989 $10 2
The Creeper Pauline Maculay Western Vita Film Sdn Bhd English 1989 $10, 5 3
Sindhu based on Nehru's 'The 
discovery of India' 
Asian Sutra English 1989  N/A
Blithe Spirit Noel Coward Western   Philharmonic Society of 
Selangor 
English 1989  4
Lady White Snake Chin San Sooi Malaysian Five Arts Centre English 1989  5
Flower Drum Song C Y Lee Asian/Weste
rn 
Operafest English 1989  2
Death of A Salesman Arthur Miller Western Liberal Arts Society English 1989 RM12.
00 
5
The Killing of Sister 
George 
Frank Marcus Western The Actors Studio Theatre English 1989 RM 10 6
Cathy Pacific Instant Café 
Theatre Show 
ensemble Malaysian  Instant Café Theatre English / 
Multilingual 
1989 $42 (w 
Dinner)
N/A
Who goes There  Western Malacca Theatre Group English 1989  N/A
Lady White Snake Chin San Sooi Malaysian Five Arts Centre English 1989  1
Amahl and The Night 
Visitors -  
Giancarlo Menotti Western Philharmonic Society of 
Selangor 
English 1989  4
The Women Clare Booth Western LIDRA /Theatre Class UM 
'89 
English 1989 free 2
Lady White Snake  Asian  Temple of Fine Arts  1989  N/A
Madam Mao's Memories Henry Ong Asian 
American  
Liberal Arts Society English 1990  N/A
The Proposal  in  Mus 
Dalam Kenangan -  
Chekov Western  English 1990 RM 1
The Indian Wants The 
Bronx  in Mus Dalam 
Kenangan  
Israel Horowitz Western The Actors Studio Theatre English 1990  1
 A Woman Alone  (Two One 
Act Plays, double bill with 
The Respectable Prostitute)
Dario Fo Western Liberal Arts Society English 1990 RM10 5
 The Respectable Prostitute 
(Two One Act Plays, double 
bill with Woman Alone by 
Dario Fo) 
Jean Paul Sartre Western Liberal Arts Society English 1990 RM10 5
The Madness of Lady 
Bright 
Lanford Wilson Western  The Actors Studio Theatre English 1990  5
Stand and Deliver - 
Musical 
Barham and Harrison Western Philharmonic Society of 
Selangor 
English 1990  5
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Black Comedy (double bill 
with The Lesson) 
Peter Shaffer Western   Instant Café Theatre 
Company 
English 1990 RM12 4
The Lesson (double bill 
with Black Comedy) 
Eugene Ionesco Western Instant Café Theatre 
Company 
English 1990  4
Sindhu - Dance Theatre based on Nehru's 'The 
discovery of India' 
Asian  Sutra English 1990  N/A
Gulls Robert Hewett Western The Actors Studio Theatre English 1990 RM15/ 
RM10 
7
Creditors (double bill with 
Lamps) 
August Strindberg Western LIDRA / Theatre Class of 
UM '90 
English 1990 free 2




  1990  
N/A
Me, The Mortal (double bill 
with The Stage) 
Afdlin Shauki Malaysian   The Actors Studio Theatre English 1991  N/A
The Stage (double bill with 
Me, The Mortal ) 
Johan Othman Malaysian  The Actors Studio Theatre English 1991  N/A
The Sandpit K.S Maniam Malaysian Five Arts Centre English 1991 RM 10 3
Luv Murray Schisgal Western  Theatre Arts English 1991 RM10 3
A Man For All Seasons Robert Bolt Western  The Actors Studio Theatre English 1991  6
Kami Bukannya Patung devised Malaysian  Five Arts Centre Bahasa 
Malaysia 
1991  N/A
A Midsummer Night's 
Dream 
Shakespeare Western Instant Café Theatre 
Company 
English 1991  N/A
Caught in the Middle Part 
Two (Speaking in Tongues)
Thor Kah Hoong/ cast 
and crew 
Malaysian Kami English / 
Multilingual  
1991 RM15 6
Tok Perak Syed Alwi Syed Hassan Malaysian  
 





In the Name of Love in 
Pesta Sutra 
Ramli Ibrahim Malaysian Sutra English 1991  3
Emily of Emerald Hill Stella Kon Asian  Five Arts Centre English / 
Bahasa 
Malaysia 




Antigone Jean Anouilh  Western The Actors Studio Theatre English 1992  N/A





As Is William M Hoffman Western The Actors Studio Theatre & 





US devised by K.Jit and 
cast 
Malaysian  Five Arts Centre Multi-lingual 1993  N/A
The Maids Jean Genet Western LIDRA /Theatre Class of UM 
'93 
English 1993  1
A Tribute to Leslie Dawson 
- Excerpt from musicals, 
poems 
Various Various The Kuala Lumpur Chamber 
Music Players 
English 1993  2
Miss Julie August Strindberg Western Liberal Arts Society English 1993  4
Death and The Maiden Ariel Dorfman Western Instant Café Theatre 
Company 
English 1993  N/A
Caught in the Middle Part 
Three 
Geraldine Jeremiah Malaysian Kami Kasih English/Mult
i-lingual 
1993  7
A Street Car Named Desire Tennessee Williams Western The Actors Studio Theatre English 1993  N/A
Jebat Usman Awang, 
translated by Salleh 
Joned 
Malaysian Panggug Negara English 1993  9
The Other…Can't Sabera Shaik Malaysian  Sutra English 1993  6
Happy Families (double 
bill with Gold Rain And 
Hailstorms) 
Ann Lee Malaysian Instant Café Theatre 
Company 
English 1993  5
Gold Rain and Hailstones Jit Murad Malaysian   Instant Café Theatre English 1993 RM15 5
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(double bill with Happy 
Families) 
Company, Dramalab 
Yerma Federico Gracia Lorca 
(Spanish) 
Western Liberal Arts Society English 1993  N/A
A Modern Woman Called 
Ang Tau Mui 
Leow Puay Tin Malaysian  Five Arts Centre  1994  N/A
Reunion - Musical Chin San Sooi Malaysian Five Arts Centre English 1994  N/A




Five Arts Centre Bahasa 
Malaysia 
1994  N/A
The Cord K.S Maniam Malaysian Five Arts Centre English 1994  N/A
The Sandpit K.S Maniam Malaysian Five Arts Centre English 1994  N/A
Theatre Muda Phase Three  Malaysian  Five Arts Centre  1994  N/A
Philadelphia, Here I Come Brian Friel Western The Actors Studio Theatre English/mult
i-lingual 
1994  8
The Woman in a Three on 
the Hill 
Ovidia Yu (Singapore) Asian  Instant Café Theatre 
Dramalab and Wayang 
Wayang Theatre Company 
Singapore 
English 1994 RM 30/ 
RM10 
4
We Could ****you Mr 
Birch 
Kee Thuan Chye Malaysian MOCAT English 1994 RM10 6
Macbeth Shakespeare Western NST and ISETAN, with 




Puppets (double bill with 
Zoo Story) 
Sheena Gurbakhash Malaysian The Actors Studio Theatre English 1994  9
Zoo Story (double bill with 
Puppets) 
Edward Albee Western The Actors Studio Theatre English 1994  9
Condomania Ann Lee and Karen 
Quah 
Malaysian   1994  
We Could **** You Mr 
Birch 
Kee Thuan Chye Malaysian   1994 RM25 
I Remember...the Rest 
House 
Syed Alwi Syed Hassan Malaysian Panggung Negara, 
Kementerian Kebudayaan, 
Kesenian dan Pelancongan 
English  1994 RM7/ 
RM10 
7
Savages Christopher Hampton Western The Actors Studio Theatre English 1995  N/A
Ang Tau Mui (The 
Concorde Series) 




Emily Of Emerald Hill (The 
Concorde Series) 
Stella Kon  Asian  Five Arts Centre English/ 
Multi-lingual 
1995  N/A





Laughing Wild Christopher Durang Western Instant Café Theatre 
Company 
English 1995  10





A Silent Scream – 
Dramalab One By One 
Monologues, Part I -  
Mira Mustaffa Malaysian  
 
Dramalab English 1995  5
Carlsberg Conversations - 
Dramalab One By One 
Monologues, Part I 
Tim Evans**** Malaysian 
(British-born 
resident) 
Dramalab English 1995  5
Rain - Dramalab One By 
One Monologues, Part II 
Malik Imtiaz Sarwar Malaysian  
 
Dramalab English 1995  5
Interview With a Prostitute 
- Dramalab One By One 
Monologues, Part I 




Solo  - Dramalab One By 
One Monologues, Part II 
Rahel Joseph Malaysian  Dramalab English 1995  5
Why Did He Sleep With Me 
if I'm So Fat? – Dramalab 
One By One Monologues, 
Dina Zaman Malaysian  Dramalab English 1995  5
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Part I -  
Would You Like to Be Me – 
Dramalab One by One 
Monologues, Part I -  
Jennifer Rodrigo Malaysian  Dramalab English 1995  5
Hero – Dramalab One by 
One Monologues, Part II - 
Mira Mustaffa Malaysian   Dramalab English 1995  5
Learn Dancing – Dramalab 
One By One Monologues, 
Part II  
Nima Salim Malaysian  Dramalab English 1995  5
Left Luggage – Dramalab  
One By One Monologues 
Part II  
Mohd Naguib Razak Malaysian  Dramalab English 1995  5
Penggangur Terhormat  - 
Dramalab One By One 
Monologues, Part II-  




Colour Blind Karen Kuah Malaysian  Kuali Works & The M'sian 
Asso. For the Blind 




Adorations - Dance Theatre Ramli Ibrahim and 
Rodney Hall (Aust) 
Malaysian Sutra English 1995  3
The Tiger is Loose in Our 
Community (double bill 
with The Hour of the Dog) 
Edward Dorall Malaysian The Actors Studio Theatre English 1995  7
The Hour of the Dog 
(double bill with A Tiger is 
Loose in our Community) 
Edward Dorall Malaysian Five Arts Centre English 1995  4
'Twelfth Night or What you 
Will" - Out in the Open - A 
Revel in the Arts : Arts 
Festival  
Shakespeare Western Instant Café Theatre 
Company 
English 1995  N/A
The Tenggang Factor Ramli Ibrahim Malaysian Sutra English  1995  4
Lady Swettenham Sabera Shaik Malaysian  Sutra English 1995  4
SCORPION ORCHID Lloyd Fernando Malaysian 
 
The Actors Studio Theatre 
and Five Arts Centre 
English 1995  7











Journey West Chantal Rosas Cobain  Asian Dramalab, British Council, 
Tripitaka Theatre (Singapore)
English 1996  5
The Wash Philip Kan Gotanda, 




The Actors Studio Theatre English 1996  N/A
The Actors Nightmare Christopher Durang Western Instant Café Theatre 
Company 
English 1996  7
Work - The Malaysian Way Leow Puay Tin Malaysia 
 
Five Arts Centre and 
Akademi Seni Kebangsaan 
Multi-lingual 1996 RM20 4
Quid Pro Quo Indi Nadarajah and 
Allan Perera 
Malaysian Instant Café Theatre 
Company 
English 1996  3
Oleanna David Mamet Western Instant Café Theatre 
Company 
English 1996  7
Lest The Demons Get to Me Russel Heng Asian  Instant Café Theatre 
Company 
English 1996  7
Rama and Sita - Generasi 
Baru : A bilingual 
Malaysian Adaptation of 
the Ramayana 
Cast  Malaysian  Five Arts Centre & Dramalab English/Mult
i Lingual 
1996  N/A
Lightbulbs Karen Quah Malaysian  The Actors Studio Theatre 
with Karen Kuah 
English 1996  N/A
The Storyteller Jit Murad Malaysian  Dramalab English 996  N/A
The Wind in the Willow  Western Kolej Tuanku Ja'afar English 1996  2
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Witness For the 
Prosecution 
Agatha Christie Western East One Hundred Theatre English 1996 RM50/
40/30 
7
Setumpuk Pisang/A Bunch 
of Bananas - A Theatre In 
Education Performance 
Devised by cast 
collaboration with 
Mahani Gunnell 
Malaysian  Five Arts Centre Eng/Bi-
lingual 
1996 free 7
KLKO - Kuala Lumpur 
Knock Out 
Ann Lee Malaysian Kuali Works English 1996 RM30 5
I'm Not Talking to My 
Mother and Other Stories 
Jaeson Iskandar Malaysian 
 
The Actors Studio Theatre English 1996 RM10 4
The Trees Malik Imtiaz Sarwar Malaysian  
 
The Actors Studio Theatre English 1997  N/A
An Evening With A 
Colonial Bastard 
Tim Evans Malaysian 
(British-born 
resident) 
The Actors Studio Theatre 
with Tim Evans 
English 1997  N/A
Love Child Joanna Murray-Smith 
(Australian) 
Western  Instant Café Theatre 
Company 
English 1997  7
Remain Standing Tim Evans Malaysian 
(British-born 
resident 
The Actors Studio Theatre English 1997 RM25/ 
Rm15 
12
Rape Ann Lee Malaysian Kuali Works English 1997  1
Honour Joanna Murray-Smith  Western  The Actors Studio Theatre English 1997  N/A
Blood Jaeson Iskandar Malaysian  The Actors Studio Theatre 
with Jaeson Iskander 
English 1997  N/A
Res Ipsa Loquitur Indi Nadarajah and 
Allan Perera 
Malaysian Comedy Court, in association 
with Creasian Sdn Bhd 
English 1997  N/A
Renee Choy Jit Murad Malaysian  The Actors Studio Theatre 
with Jit Murad 
English 1997  N/A
Café, Teh or Buto (dance 
and theatre) 
Jo Kukathas Malaysian  Instant Café Theatre 
Company and Taro Dance 
English 1997  4
Lazy Hazy Crazy Huzir Sulaiman Malaysian Straits Theatre Company English 1997 RM25 10
Fatimah Ann Lee Malaysian  Kuali Works  1997  2
Shakespeare for Dummies Tim Evans Malaysian 
(British-born 
resident) 
The Actors Studio Theatre 
with Tim Evans 
English 1998  N/A
The Morphling - Mime Dicky Cheah  Malaysian  The Actors Studio Theatre 
with Dicky Cheah 
 1998  N/A
Family - A visual 
Performance Event 
Leow Puay Tin with 
parallel text by various 
writer 
Malaysian Five Arts Centre Multi-lingual 1998  N/A
Atomic Jaya Huzir Sulaiman Malaysian  Straits Theatre English 1998  17
Big River Alexander Buzo Western   The Actors Studio Theatre English 1998 RM25/
RM15 
12
Pouring Out of Me Tim Evans Malaysian 
(British-born 
resident) 
The Actors Studio Theatre English 1998  15
Atomic Jaya (rerun) Huzir Sulaiman Malaysian  Straits Theatre English 1998  N/A
Philadelphia, Here I Come Brian Friel Western The Actors Studio Theatre English 1998  24
Hang Li Poh Ann Lee Malaysian  Kuali Works English 1998 RM50/ 
RM20 
7
Hang Li Poh - Asian 
Monodrama Festival '98  






3 Lives-  Asian Monodrama 
Festival 98  
Bernice Chauly Malaysian  Dan Dan Theatre/Five 




Smell of Language -Asian 
Monodrama Festival '98 - 





The Java Jive  Western The Actors Studio Theatre & 
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My Grandmothers Chicken 
Curry – Workshop 
production as part of The 
Directors Workshop' 
devised by Charlene 
Ragendra and cast 







Mergers and Accusation – 
Workshop production  as 
part of The Directors 
Workshop' 





A Language of Their Own –
workshop production for 
The  Directors Workshop' 
Chay Yew American-
Asian  














3 Lives Bernice Chauly Malaysian   The Actors Studio Theatre 




Member of the Club Syed Alwi Syed Hassan Malaysian  Panggung Negara English 12-Sep-98  6
Hip Hopera - Musical Huzir Sulaiman Malaysian Straits Theatre English 01-Oct-98 RM35 20
Gold Rain and Hailstones Jit Murad Malaysian  Dramalab English 22-Oct-98 RM25/
15 
7
Fast Food or Ni Chi Fan Le Msa?  in You 
Have 10 Minutes APA Festival 
 
 






        
5 
The Shrimp Warrior or 
Who’s Afraid of the Big 
Bad Wolf  in You Have 10 
Minutes APA Festival 
Charlene Rajendran  Malaysian Artis Pro Active English 1998 RM20.
00 
    
5 
Satu Report Tanpa 
Perkataan or Apa Pasal? in 
You Have 10 Minutes Apa 
Festival 
Dan Dan Theatre  Malaysian Dan Dan Theatre No Dialogue 1998 RM20.
00 5
Readings from The Federal 
Constituition and the Penal 
Code or Do You Er Know? 
in You Have 10 Minutes 
Apa Festival 
Leow Puay Tin Malaysian Artis Pro Active English 1998 RM20.
00 5
Nooz or Are You Getting 
Enough? in You Have 10 
Minutes Apa Festival 
Amir Muhammad Malaysian Artis Pro Active English 1998 RM0.0
0 5
Resistance is Futile or Do 
We Need Another Hero? in 
You Have 10 Minutes Apa 
Festival 
Jo Kukathas  Malaysian Artis Pro Active English 1998 RM20.
00 5
Everything I learned I 
Learned At…. or Do You 
Want To Be A Success 
Story  in You Have 10 
Minutes Apa Festival 
Rahel Joseph  Malaysian Artis Pro Active English 1998 RM20.
00 
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Adlin vs Adlin or Anwar or 
Mahathir? in You Have 10 
Apa Festival 




Sang Kanchil or How Loud 
Can Mousedeer Roar? in 
You Have 10 Minutes Apa 
Festival  
Ann Lee and Foo May 
Lin 
Malaysian Artis Pro Active English 1998 RM20.
00 5
Selamat Malam Sayang or 
Pukul Berapa Ni? inmYou 
Have 10 Minutes Apa 
Festival 




Salam Benua - A Tribute to 
Usman Awang 
Usman Awang Malaysian  The Actors Studio Theatre Bahasa  
Malaysia 
1998  N/A
Empire of the Senses Thor Kah Hoong Malaysian  Skoob Productions English 1998 RM30/ 
RM 15
9
Pantomima Manon Genier Western  Kuali Works Mime 1998 RM10 14
Slice of Saturday Night - 
Musical 
 Western Music Theatre English 1998  13
A Language of Their Own Chay Yew American -
Asian 
Five Arts Centre and Actors 
Studio Theatre 
English 1999  N/A
Monkey & the Waterfall  Malaysian The Actors Studio Theatre 
with Monkey & the Waterfall
 1999  N/A
Hamlet Shakespeare Western The Actors Studio Theatre 
and ASK 2nd Year Students 
 1999  4
A Flight Delayed Yasmin Yaacob Malaysian  Dramalab English 1999  N/A
A Chance Encounter devised by K.Jit and 
cast 





Emily On Emerald Hill Stella Kon Asian  Five Arts Centre English/ 
Multi-lingual 




Young Talent X-Plosion  Malaysian  Kreatif 10 Sen  1999  N/A
Accidental Death of An 
Anarchist 






The Typists & The Tiger Murray Schisgal Western  The Actors Studio Theatre English 1999  10
Look Back in Anger   The Actors Studio Theatre 




Ang Tau Mui Leow Puay Tin Malaysian  The Actors Studio Theatre 




Midsummer Night's Dream Shakespeare Western Kolej Tuanku Ja'afar English 1999  N/A
My Grandmother's Chicken 
Curry 
devised by Charlene 
Ragendra & cast 
Malaysian Five Arts Centre English 1999  6
Notes on Life, Love and 
Painting 
Huzir Sulaiman Malaysian Straits Theatre English 1999  N/A
The Killing of Sister 
George 
Frank Marcus Western The Actors Studio Theatre English 1999  N/A
Love Poems James Lee & Jaeson 
Iskandar 
Malaysian The Actors Studio Theatre 
with James Lee and Jaeson 
Iskandar 
English  1999  N/A
Hip Hopera - Musical 
(Rerun) 
Huzir Sulaiman Malaysian 
 
Straits Theatre English 1999  N/A
Emily of Emerald Hill Stella Kon Asian Dramalab English/ 
Multi-lingual 
1999  N/A
Comedy Court Allan Perera, Indi 
Nadarajah 
Malaysian  Comedy Court English 1999  N/A
Sarong Ann Lee Malaysian Kuali Works English 1999 RM15 10
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If I Get AID, Padan Muk – 
Talking Aids Series  










Little Deaths – Talking 
Aids Seriese 










Gula Girls – Talking Aids 
Seriese  










Pandora’s Box – Talking 
Aids Seriese 










The Scientist – Talking Aids 
Seriese 










Brickfields Now and Then Thor Kah Hoong Malaysian  Skoob Productions English 1999 RM 10/ 
RM20 
9
Expat Comes to Town Tim Evans  Malaysian 
(British-born 
resident)  
The Actors Studio Theatre 
Academy with Language 
Works 
English 1999  N/A
Mad Cow Dancing Free Avinash Pradha, Ghafir 
Akbar 
Malaysian  Victorian Inst. Lit and 
Debating Soc (VILADS) & 
Actors Studio Theatre 
English 1999 RM10 6
I have No Gun But I can 
Spit 
ICT Ensemble Malaysian 
 
Instant Café Theatre 
Company 
English 1999 RM35 13
Election Day Huzir Sulaiman Malaysian  Straits Theatre English 1999  N/A
Executive Spa Alan Perera and Indy 
Nadarajah 
Malaysian  Comedy Court English 1999  N/A
Executive Spa  Alan Perera and Indy 
Nadarahah 
Malaysian  Comedy Court  2000  N/A
Expat Comes to Town 
(Rerun) 
Tim Evans Malaysian 
(British-born 
resident) 
Comedy Court English 2000  N/A
A Flight Delayed  Yasmin Yaacob Malaysian  Dramalab English 2000  N/A
Five Letters from An 
Eastern Empire 
Alasdair Gray Western Rep 21 Theatre Company English 2000  10
Four Men and a Woman Joe Hasham Malaysian  The Actors Studio Theatre English 2000  N/A
The Other : The Smell of 
Language 
Huzir Sulaiman Malaysian Five Arts Centre English 2000 RM30/ 
RM 15
12
The Other : Who's Loony, 
Man? 
Tim Toyama, adapted 




Five Arts Centre English 2000 RM30/
15 
12
Millennium Jump 2000 ICT Ensemble and Naa 
Murad, Kam Raslan, 
Andrew Leci 
Malaysian Instant Café Theatre 
Company 
English/mix 2000 RM35 12
Jiang Qing - Her Story 
Untold 
Roland Lee Chee Seng Western Kai Projetz English and 
Mandarin 
2000  12
Flowers For Algernon  Western  Mont' Kiara International 
School Theatre Company 
 2000 RM 10 3
Fat Girl's Revenge Sheena Gurbakhash Malaysian 
 
The Actors Studio Theatre English 2000  15
The Merchant of Venice Shakespeare Western Instant Café Theatre 
Company 
English 2000  12
An Expat Comes to Town Tim Evans Malaysia 
(British-born 
resident) 
  2000 RM15 4
Summer Dreams - A Triple Alvarez Quintero Western Pertubuhan Seni Drama Belia  2000 RM 10 3
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Bill: A Sunny Morning brothers (Spain) Pulau Pinang 
Summer Dreams - A Triple 
Bill: Autumn Flame 
Gustav Wied (Denmark) Western Pertubuhan Seni Drama Belia 
Pulau Pinang 
 2000 RM 10 3
Summer Dreams - A Triple 
Bill: Grandmother 
Lajor Biro (Hungary) Western  Pertubuhan Seni Drama Belia 
Pulau Pinang 
 2000 RM 10 3
Crazy but not Stupid   The Comic Workshop  2000 RM20/
10 
3
Clog Shoe Diaries - 
Confessions of a serial 
Dater 




Of Men and Other Familiar 
Strangers 
Joe Hasham Malaysian The Actors Studio Theatre English 2000  11
Four Sisters Fernandez Huzir Sulaiman Malaysian Straits Theatre English 2000  10
Charley's Auntie adapted by Richard 
Harding Gardner 
Western   The Actors Studio Theatre English 2000 RM35/
15 
18
Death of a Salesman Arthur Miller Western MSC International College 
School of Performing Art, 





(translated by Trisno 
Sumardjo) 
Western The Actors Studio Theatre Bahasa 
Malaysia 
2000  N/A
From Table Mountain To 
Teluk Intan 
Shahimah Idris with 
Ann Lee 






I Remember… the Rest 
House 
Syed Alwi Syed Hassan Malaysian  English 2000 RM10 3
The Descendants of the 
Eunuch Admiral 
Kuo Pao Kun  Asian  Five Arts Centre English/mult
ilingual 
2000  N/A
An Occasional Orchid Ivan Heng (Singapore) 
and Chowee Leow 
Asian Drama Lab English 2000 RM35/ 
RM20 
14
Dumb Waiter (double bill 
with No Exit) 
John Paul Sartre Western Rep 21 Theatre Company English 2000  
N/A
No Exit (double bill with 
Dumb Waiter) 
Pinter Western  Rep 21 Theatre Company English 2000  N/A
Hamlet Shakespeare Western The Actors Studio Theatre Bahasa 
Malaysia 
2000  N/A





Millennium Jump - Yet 
another millennium 
approaches 
Jo Kukathas and Na'a 
Murad 





Millennium Jump Two ICT Ensemble Malaysian 
 




2000 RM 35/ 
RM 25
14
       
 
 
* MATG – est. 1951 as Arts Theatre Group, also referred to as the Malayan Arts Theatre Group and after 1967, Malaysian Arts 
Theatre Group, KLTC – Kuala Lumpur Theatre Club 
LIDRA – Literary and Drama Association, English Literature Department, University Malaya 
 
**Productions outside Kuala Lumpur are at times included, in order to convey a sense of the shape of practice during colonial 
times, and after.  
 
***Plays staged as part of a festival or a double/triple bill are listed individually while rerun of plays are listed as a separate 
production 
 
****Designations of  “Western”, “Asian” “African” or “Malaysian” are only employed within the limits of this inquiry into the 
origins of plays staged in Malaysia. 
 
 
*****Plays written by expatriates living in Malaysia are designated as Malaysian in origin if the play itself is rooted in a 
Malaysian context 
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